The Legitimacy of Human Rights NGOs by Bruun, Katrine Sofie et al.
ROSKILDE UNIVERSITY INTERNATIONAL STUDIES 2014 
 
	  
 
 
Standard front page for projects, subject module 
projects and master theses 
 
Compulsory use for all projects and master theses on the following sub-
jects: 
  
• International Studies 
• International Development Studies 
• Global Studies 
• Erasmus Mundus, Global Studies – A European Perspective 
• Public Administration 
• Social Science 
• EU studies 
• Public Administration, MPA 
 
User’s manual on the next page. 
 
Project title:  
The Legitimacy of Human Rights NGOs 
Project seminar 
International Studies 
Prepared by (Name(s) and study num-
ber): 
Kind of project: Module: 
Anna Rasmussen 48846 Subject Module Project IS-K1 
Line Troelsen Thisted 49979 Subject Module Project IS-K1 
Katrine Sofie Bruun 49057 Subject Module Project IS-K1 
Tobias Juhler Maureschat 50183 Subject Module Project IS-K1 
Name of Supervisor:  
Jacob Rasmussen 
Submission date:  
May 26th 2014 
Number of keystrokes incl. spaces (Please look at the next page): 
131.957 
Permitted number of keystrokes incl. spaces cf. Supplementary Provi-
sions (Please look at the next page): 
132.000 
ROSKILDE UNIVERSITY 
Department of Society and Globalisation 
ROSKILDE UNIVERSITY INTERNATIONAL STUDIES 2014 
 
	  
 
The Legitimacy of Human Rights NGOs 
 
 
 
 
Bruun, Katrine Sofie 
Maureschat, Tobias Juhler 
Rasmussen, Anna 
Thisted, Line Troelsen 
 
Supervisor: Jacob Rasmussen 
ROSKILDE UNIVERSITY INTERNATIONAL STUDIES 2014 
 
	   2 
1. Abstract 
The Legitimacy of Human Rights NGOs 
This project examines the democratic legitimacy of Human Rights Non-
Governmental Organisations (HRNGOs) through a focus on the three concepts 
of democracy, accountability and transparency. Independent standards of legit-
imacy are developed with the purpose of investigating challenges related to the 
legitimacy of HRNGOs, and whether these can be considered as legitimate ac-
tors in global governance. An analysis of Amnesty International, as an example 
of an HRNGOs, is conducted in order to produce more tangible results. The 
conclusion of this study is that the main challenge in relation to the legitimacy 
of HRNGOs is difficulties of ensuring accountability towards their stakehold-
ers, as it is debatable to whom they should be accountable, and who should be 
responsible for holding them accountable. A democratisation of HRNGOs 
would likely make them less effective, as they would have to follow extensive 
bureaucratic procedures. An important notion is that the main strengths of the 
HRNGOs is their ability to affect social change and act immediately, and there-
fore it is necessary to consider whether a democratization of HRNGOs would 
actually harm their purpose. However, the role of the HRNGOs has evolved 
and when they affect decision-making in global governance some level of rep-
resentatively should be required. Amnesty International makes an effort in en-
suring accountability, but there is still a need for them to improve their repre-
sentatively and inclusion of stakeholders. 
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2. Introduction 
2.1 List of Acronyms 
HRNGO Human Rights Non-Governmental Organization 
IGO  Intergovernmental Organization 
IO  International organizations 
NGO  Non-Governmental Organization 
UN  United Nations 
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2.2 Field of Study 
In democratic nation-states governments are the main actors in national politics, 
and the structure of democratic processes are clearly defined. In most nation-
states people’s political influence is guaranteed through democratic govern-
ments, but what characterizes the decision-making processes in global politics? 
Who holds the power in global politics? Most scholars agree that states are still 
the main actors, even in global politics, but the power structures are blurry and 
there is no such thing as a representative democracy on a global scale. In inter-
governmental organizations (IGOs), such as the United Nations (UN), each na-
tion-state holds one vote in decision-making processes, so variations in popula-
tion size are not taken into account (Lehr-Lehnardt 2005: 47). It seems that de-
cision-making processes are not transparent and that nations do not have an 
equal say on a global scale. Furthermore, it is stated that civil society actors, 
such as Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs), are increasingly powerful in 
global politics (O’Brien & Williams 2013:303). 
 
Even though, many would agree that it is often easy to sympathize with the 
goals laid out by NGOs, at the same time there is no simple way to ensure, that 
these organizations represent the desires of the masses. This is why we find it 
necessary to examine the purpose and influence of NGOs in global politics. The 
central question is whether these NGOs are democratically legitimate actors in 
global politics. Our goal is not to undermine the NGOs, but to question their 
legitimacy in order to contribute towards improving them. When NGOs appear 
to be increasingly influential, it becomes essential to ensure that these organiza-
tions have some kind of representative nature. We choose to focus specifically 
on Human Rights NGOs (HRNGOs), as these organizations seem to be influen-
tial actors in decision-making processes at the UN level. Their strengths lies in 
their expertise, and their huge funding which enables them to act instantly and 
effectively, when IGOs cannot, which has made them indispensable to the UN 
(Lehr-Lehnardt, 2005: 42). In the following we will develop further on our field 
of study, especially the NGOs as actors in global politics and particularly the 
role of HRNGOs. This is done by introducing the global scene and afterwards 
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by placing HRNGOs, as well as elaborating on why we choose to focus on 
HRNGOs. 
 
2.2.1 NGOs 
Due to globalization processes, since the 1970s, the number of NGOs has in-
creased and they have become more influential in global governance (Karns & 
Mingst 2010:232). They work in a variety of ways, some work alone while oth-
ers cooperate with transnational networks, some does advocacy and others work 
with humanitarian relief and development. NGOs do not have a political man-
date, nor do they have an “independent international legal personality” (Karns 
& Mingst 2010:223). 
 
Among the HRNGOs Amnesty International is one of the largest and attracts a 
lot of funds, members and therefore attention in both national and global politi-
cal forums (The Global Journal 2013). An important notion is that NGOs prac-
tice a kind of soft power, as stated by Joseph Nye, where their main purpose is 
to advocate for issues that serves the interests of the muffled masses and pro-
vide IGOs, such as the UN, with expertise (Nye 2004). Nevertheless, the role of 
the powerful NGOs, in global politics, appears to be changing. NGOs are in-
creasingly influential at IGOs such as the UN (O’Brien & Williams 2013:304), 
which makes it necessary for the NGO movement to follow democratic pro-
cesses, represent the interests of the masses and requires a certain level of ac-
countability in order for the NGO movement to appear credible and increase 
their legitimacy as actors in global politics.     
 
The Influence of NGOs on Global Governance 
One way for the NGOs to increase their influence in global governance is 
through the IGOs. The IGOs are the platforms where states are trying “to 
achieve consensus on norms and principles [and] coordinate their policies” 
(Karns & Mingst: 2010: 236). Karns and Mingst mention five different ways 
NGOs work in IGOs: 
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1. Consultation in regime creation and implementation 
2. Lobbying 
3. Surveillance of governmental activities 
4. Involvement in international program implementation 
5. Participation in decision-making (Karns and Mingst 2010:236) 
 
By the donating governments and the NGOs themselves, the UN and other 
IGOs have, since the 1980s, been pressured to cooperate with NGOs, but there 
are opposed opinions towards this matter (Karns & Mingst 2010:236-237). For 
example many governments in developing countries are not interested in having 
NGOs in the field of human rights, because they feel a lot of pressure in the 
presence of such NGOs. Joseph Nye refers to the NGOs as a sort of global con-
science, due to the fact that their main purpose, especially for HRINGOs, is to 
promote ethical issues, such as human rights that serve the public good (Nye, 
2004). This appears to be the main reason why, particularly developing coun-
tries, feel pressured in the presence of HRINGOs as they have a tendency to 
focus on the basic needs of their populations, and not have the necessary sur-
plus to focus on issues of an ethical character. Furthermore, some member 
states are sceptical about motives and power of NGOs (Karns & Mingst 
2010:249). 
 
NGO’s Soft Power 
As mentioned, the NGOs have another kind of power than else seen in global 
politics. It is referred to as a ‘soft power’ and for the HRNGOs it involves: 
“credible information, expertise, and moral authority that enable them to get 
governments, business leaders, and publics to listen, recalculate their interests, 
and act.” (Karns & Mingst 2010:245-). As the impact of these activities can 
vary a great deal, and because it is not possible to measure to what extent they 
affect the decision-making processes, the actual influence of NGOs is a very 
difficult phenomenon to investigate. Furthermore, due to the NGOs great dif-
ferences in causes, work methods, locations etc., it is not easy to collect data to 
get a more generalized overview. Nonetheless it is to some extent possible to 
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say something about the influence of NGOs by looking at the increasing num-
ber of NGOs and the range of their activities (Karns & Mingst 2010:246). 
 
2.2.2 The International Human Rights Regime 
“The UN’s core role in the international human rights regime is its activity in 
defining and elaborating what constitutes internationally protected rights” 
(Karns & Mingst 2010:464). Some of the HRNGOs operate alone while others 
are cooperating with IGOs, especially the UN, and according to Karns and 
Mingst, they work on areas such as (Karns & Mingst 2010:454): 
 
1. Educating the public 
2. Providing information and expertise in drafting human rights conven-
tions 
3. Monitoring violations 
4. Naming and shaming violators 
5. Implementing human rights norms 
6. Mobilizing public support and publicity campaigns within countries for 
changes in national policies 
 
All of which have come to be a lot easier with globalization and the technologi-
cal development. Karns and Mingst points out that the work of HRNGOs is 
“…articulat[ing] a moral consciousness” (Karns & Mingst:472). The presence 
of HRNGOs in the UN can be of great necessity because they are able to docu-
ment violations, whereas state report is often self-serving with no interest of 
revealing treaty violations (Karns & Mingst 2010:473). Also, states can ratify 
international treaties without changing the praxis, but with the HRNGOs, who 
along the way have become somewhat experts in pressuring states and govern-
ments, something is more likely to be done, which is why HRNGOs are some-
times referred to as moral ‘watch dogs’ (Karns & Mingst 2010:467).  
 
2.2.3 HRNGOs as Our Field of Study 
The concept of non-governmental refers to the fact that they are non-state ac-
tors, but does not define what characterizes the NGO movement. Rather, the 
ROSKILDE UNIVERSITY INTERNATIONAL STUDIES 2014 
 
	   10 
term defines what they are not. There are significant variations in the field of 
NGOs, which makes it difficult to examine the broad field of NGOs as a unity, 
and in this regard we choose HRNGOs as our field of study. Furthermore, they 
seem to be legitimizing their work through a normative legitimacy concept, 
namely by being defenders of a universal set of human rights in accordance 
with the Declaration of Human Rights. HRNGOs often claim to be impartial in 
terms of political and religious ideology, but this is a rather questionable matter. 
We find it important to emphasize that the Declaration of Human Rights can be 
interpreted in different ways. Although, we touch upon the normative legitima-
cy of HRNGOs, our main focus is to examine the descriptive legitimacy of 
HRNGOs, in a more technical-operational manner. We find that this particular 
way of examining the concept of legitimacy in relation to HRNGOs will pro-
vide us with the most tangible results. The soft power, practised by HRNGOs, 
makes it difficult to measure their influence. Therefore we find it evident to 
discuss whether or not HRNGOs should be required to live up to extensive 
standards of democratic legitimacy. In addition, the lack of transparency in rela-
tion to the political influence of HRNGOs at intergovernmental level makes it 
difficult to examine HRNGO influence in a thorough way. In this regard we 
seek to investigate Amnesty International by conducting a more technical-
operational analysis of the organization itself, with the aim of examining how 
they operate and influence global politics, as well as their way of ensuring their 
own democratic legitimacy.  
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2.3 Problem statement 
What are the main challenges concerning HRNGOs democratic legitimacy and 
can Amnesty International, as an example of an HRNGO, be considered a dem-
ocratically legitimate actor? 
 
2.3.1 Sub-questions 
1. How and why is HRNGOs democratic legitimacy important? 
2. What makes it difficult to ensure HRNGO legitimacy?  
3. How does Amnesty International, as an example of an HRNGO, try to 
legitimize their praxis and do they live up to the standards of legitima-
cy? 
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2.4 Strategy of analysis 
2.4.1 First Section 
With this question we will assess why, when and where the democratic legiti-
macy of HRNGOs becomes essential. We will focus on the importance of 
HRNGO’s democratic legitimacy and how they have a different purpose than 
state actors. Further we will focus on the role and influence of HRNGOs, as 
some are well-funded groups, with expertise, that are involved in policy-
making at the intergovernmental level. This will lead to a definition of demo-
cratic legitimacy. We use the criteria for NGO legitimacy, formulated by An-
ders Uhlin as well as Rana Lehr-Lehnardt, to develop our own framework of 
legitimacy standards and furthermore to clarify why we find the legitimacy of 
Amnesty International important to examine based on these three concepts.  
 
2.4.2 Second Section 
In this section we will develop upon challenges related to HRNGO legitimacy 
by incorporating the main criteria, namely transparency, democracy and ac-
countability. We seek to specify the challenges related to ensuring HRNGO le-
gitimacy through a discussion of the main criteria and by incorporating evident 
examples of HRNGOs representative as well as democratic nature.  
 
2.4.3 Third Section 
We seek to answer this question by conducting an analysis of Amnesty Interna-
tional's report made for the INGO Accountability Charter. We seek to assess 
whether or not Amnesty International lives up to the legitimacy standards, 
based upon the concepts of transparency, democracy and accountability, that we 
have developed upon in previous sections of our report.  
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2.5 Delimitation 
Our main goal is to assess whether or not Amnesty International can be per-
ceived as a democratically legitimate actor in accordance with our standards of 
legitimacy, which are based on the theories of Lehr-Lehnardt as well as Uhlin. 
Our discussion will also entail a general discussion of the purpose of HRNGOs 
as political actors, their influence in global politics and challenges related to 
HRNGO legitimacy in a broader sense. In order for us to investigate the demo-
cratic legitimacy of Amnesty International in a thorough and tangible manner, 
we choose to focus on the three concepts related to NGO legitimacy. We realize 
that our research results will reflect our focus on Amnesty International, and 
that the results do not necessarily apply to other HRNGOs as well. As there are 
large variations in the field of HRNGOs, we choose to focus mainly on con-
ducting an analysis of the legitimacy standards of Amnesty International. We 
find that we are able to produce more tangible results by conducting a specific 
analysis of a NGO case. Sub-question 1 and 2 will include literature and discus-
sions concerning the broad field of HRNGOs, but perspectives on the purpose 
and influence of Amnesty International will also be entailed. The aim of our 
discussion is assess the broad field of HRINGOs, and their purpose, influence 
and standards of legitimacy, based on all our previous research results.     
 
2.6 Definition of concepts   
2.6.1 Legitimacy 
When we mention legitimacy, it should be understood as democratic legitima-
cy, as we are examining whether the influence of NGOs in decision-making, 
their representative nature and whether their processes are democratic, which 
determines whether or not they can be perceived as legitimate actors. Further-
more, we perceive democracy to be the main concept of the three concepts, 
namely democracy, accountability and transparency. This is not least because 
NGO processes cannot be defined as democratic if they are not transparent nor 
if it is not possible to hold the NGOs accountable for what they do.  
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2.6.2 Intergovernmental Organization 
The term intergovernmental organization (IGO) refers to an 
entity created by treaty, involving two or more nations, to 
work in good faith, on issues of common interest. (...) The 
main purposes of IGOs were to create a mechanism for the 
world's inhabitants to work more successfully together in the 
areas of peace and security, and also to deal with economic 
and social questions. In this current era of increasing globali-
zation and interdependence of nations, IGOs have come to 
play a very significant role in international political systems 
and global governance (Harvard Law School 2012). 
 
2.6.3 Human Rights 
The human rights are defined by the United Nations in the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights as:  
The[...]inalienable rights of all members of the human family 
is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the 
world[…] A world in which human beings shall enjoy free-
dom of speech and belief and freedom from fear and want has 
been proclaimed as the highest aspiration of the common 
people (The United Nations). 
2.6.4 NGOs 
According to Margaret P. Karns and Karen A. Mingst NGOs are:  
...voluntary organizations formed by individuals to achieve a 
common purpose, often oriented beyond themselves or to the 
public good. They neither have a mandate from government 
nor want to share government power [and they are][...] operat-
ing at the local, national, or international level... (Karns & 
Mingst, 2010: 221-222).  
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2.6.5 HRINGOs 
Human rights NGOs, together with international organiza-
tions such as the United Nations, attempt to define and pro-
mote the basic rights of all people regardless of beliefs or 
background and to prevent political and economic repression 
(United States Institute for Peace). 
2.6.6 Global Politics 
Global politics is based on a comprehensive approach to 
world affairs that takes account not just of political develop-
ments at a global level, but at and, crucially, across, all levels; 
global, regional, national, sub-national and so on (Heywood 
2014). 
 
3. Methods 
3.1 Project design 
In order to examine how and why NGOs democratic legitimacy is important we 
have selected a theoretical framework, which provide us with the ability to dis-
cuss the global frame in which the HRNGOs are operating. Afterwards we have 
chosen theorists that can provide us with the tools necessary in order to exam-
ine the challenges of securing NGO legitimacy and to discuss the internal 
transparency of a given HRNGO in order to determine their external legitima-
cy. We cannot make a direct analysis of the external structures and actions of 
Amnesty International with significant certainty, and therefore we use the theo-
ry to raise questions on the internal structure of the HRNGO in order to exam-
ine the external legitimacy of the organization. Therefore it is the aim of the 
analysis to create an understanding of the legitimacy standards, inspired by the 
criteria defined by Uhlin and Lehr-Lehnardt, with the purpose of illustrating our 
understanding of the democratic legitimacy, as well as to analyse the internal 
structure of Amnesty International and how the organization operates in order 
to be transparent, democratic and accountable. Hereby the aim is to examine 
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whether Amnesty International are operating democratically legitimate within 
the global system. 
3.2 Methods for document analysis 
In order to examine the democratic legitimacy of HRNGOs we seek to analyse 
the Amnesty International Accountability Report made for the INGO Account-
ability Charter, on the basis of our own theoretical framework inspired by Lehr-
Lehnardt and Uhlin. We use the analysis of documents to make a judgement on 
and an evaluation of the quality of the selected material in preparation for in the 
best way to analyse the project delimitation (Duedahl & Jacobsen 2010: 53). 
The following will be an explanation as to what these principles are about and 
why they are useful in our analysis of Amnesty International’s legitimacy, and 
afterwards a presentation of the Amnesty International report.  
 
3.2.1 Processing of the Documents 
The document analysis is characterized by the fact, that we as analysts do not 
produce the documents ourselves. Therefore it is not possible to locate the 
agenda of the production of the documents, and they might not have been pro-
duced to serve social science researchers (Lynggaard 2010:140). But the docu-
ments might as well function as part of an analysis and therefore they might be 
biased with a certain agenda. Thus the Amnesty Report published by INGO 
Accountability Charter have to convince the charter and the world society that 
they are doing a good job, and therefore the report might be biased in some 
way. Another challenge in relation to conducting the document analysis is that 
we are making the analysis from our own perspective, and therefore we might 
have a theoretical pre-understanding of the concepts (Lynggaard 2010:140). 
However, this could also turn out to be a positive thing, in that we have the op-
portunity to analyse the document from the right perspective in terms of exam-
ining the thesis of the project. 
3.2.2 Presentation of the Documents 
INGO Accountability Charter 
INGO Accountability Charter is a commitment of NGOs which is established 
as an attempt to assure that the legitimacy of NGOs is measurable and that in-
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formation are accessible, so processes become transparent and it is possible to 
hold the NGOs accountable. The intention is to raise the standard of NGOs le-
gitimacy. Accountability and transparency are captured from nine principles, 
which are discussed below. The aim of these is to “…enhance transparency and 
accountability, both internally and externally; encourage communication with 
stakeholders; and improve their performance and effectiveness” (INGO Ac-
countability Charter 26.03.2014). The INGO Accountability Charter picks out 
the various sections of the report in order to assess their work.  
 
First the INGO Accountability Charter focuses on Respect for Universal Prin-
ciples, which means that in their work of advancing international and national 
laws, with the goal of protecting human rights, they are accountable to the Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights. The second principle is Independence 
from governments and politics, both financially and ideologically. The third 
principle concerns Responsible Advocacy of different stakeholders by being 
explicit in their ethical policies and by adopting public interest into their advo-
cacy work as much as possible. The fourth principle is Effective Programmes, 
which is meant to ensure sustainable development in accordance to local com-
munities. The fifth principle is Non-Discrimination both externally as well as 
internally, by respecting gender equity as well as being impartial in all activi-
ties. The sixth principle is about creating Transparency with the purpose of clar-
ifying structures, missions, policies and activities and to make information pub-
licly accessible. This is done by annually reporting on the following subjects:  
 
• Mission and values;  
• Objectives and outcomes achieved in programme and advocacy;  
• Environmental impact;  
• Governance structure and processes, and main office bearers;  
• Main sources of funding from corporations, foundations, governments, 
and individuals;  
• Financial performance;  
• Compliance with this Charter; and  
• Contact details 
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The seventh principle is Good Governance, where they focus on responsibility 
in their actions and achievements by being open and transparent in their mis-
sion, decision-making processes and the structures of the organizations. Fur-
thermore they put value in listening to stakeholder’s suggestions, especially in 
situations where suggestions come from affected peoples. The eighth principle 
is Ethical Fundraising, they try to ensure this by providing the donors with in-
formation on what purpose their donations serve and what policies the organi-
zations work to ensure. The ninth principle is Professional Management which 
serves the purpose of ensuring effectively and democracy, by evaluating, an-
swering public criticism and denouncing bribery and corruption (INGO Ac-
countability Charter:2-5).  
 
As these principles are the criteria to which Amnesty International has written 
their report, it is important for us to have in mind that the report is written with 
the intention of following these. We find the criteria valuable for us to build our 
analysis upon, regarding the three concepts of accountability, transparency and 
democracy. In several of the principles there is a focus on being open and ac-
cessible to both the public and stakeholders, which makes Amnesty Internation-
al’s answers suitable to our concept of transparency. Furthermore there is a fo-
cus on being responsible, internally and effective in the purpose of assuring ac-
countability. Lastly the focus on transparency in organization structure as well 
as relationships between different bodies and sections of the organization 
makes it possible for us to gain the necessary insight, which enables us to ex-
amine the concept of democracy. 
Amnesty International Accountability Report 
Amnesty International publishes an annual report discussion their own account-
ability in order to assure accountability in their work because, as they say;  
 
Accountability is at the heart of what we do – making human 
rights a reality around the world, often by calling those in 
power to account for their actions, or lack of action. We know 
that to do this effectively we need to also be as accountable as 
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possible – to our members and supporters, staff and volun-
teers, the general public, and most of all the rights-holders 
with whom we engage and on whose behalf we work (Amnes-
ty International 2013:2).  
 
The report serves to illustrate to what extent their actions are accountable and 
transparent in terms of establishing legitimacy in the world community, and is 
being used as a primary source for the project, since the evaluation of the work 
of Amnesty International is central for examining the thesis of this project.  
It is important to be aware of the fact that documents are social products, creat-
ed for a purpose (Duedahl & Jacobsen 2010:59). The report has been produced 
with a specific purpose and it is therefore important that we keep a critical per-
spective of the statements and conclusions of the report. Furthermore it is im-
portant in the analysis of the project to examine the different interests of the re-
ports (Duedahl & Jacobsen 2010:63). The sender of the documents might try to 
use specific terms to impact the understanding of the documents. Therefore it is 
important in the document analysis to take into account, what words and terms 
the sender is using (Duedahl & Jacobsen 2010:72). We cannot let potential pos-
itive terms impact the analysis and conclusion and therefore it is important 
when analysing the Amnesty report to be critical towards their own assessment 
of their legitimacy, because it is possible that they would use certain phrases to 
convince the recipients in order to appear accountable. 
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4. Theory 
In this section we will present theories from Jürgen Habermas, Samy Cohen, 
Rana Lehr-Lehnardt and Anders Uhlin.  
4.1 First section 
In the first section of the theory chapter we will use the theories formulated by 
Habermas and Cohen in order to discuss the broad field of global politics, the 
role of states and international organizations and the impact of globalisation.  
 
4.1.1 Jürgen Habermas 
This presentation of Habermas is based on his political essay called “The Post-
national Constellation and the Future of Democracy” from 1998. The theory he 
presents will be used to understand the challenges of globalization, and what 
the NGO’s role is in facing these challenges. Habermas argues that the purpose 
of the critical social science is to examine whether agreement on ideas and ab-
stractions are firmly grounded in rational arguments and in coherence with the 
desires of the masses (Andersen 2013: 391). As a critical theorist, Habermas is 
less concerned with the ontological and epistemological aspects of science (Juul 
2012:319). The goal of critical theory is not just to describe society, but to con-
tribute in changing it (Juul 2012:321). 
 
Globalization 
Globalization is a term used to describe the on going process since the 1970s 
where there have been an intensification of traffic-, communication and ex-
change relations across national borders through international networks (Ha-
bermas 1998:65). These tendencies do not tell us anything about the function- 
and legitimacy conditions of the democratic processes, but they pose a danger 
to the nation-states’ institutionalized form. The flows are signalling a displace-
ment of the time- and space dimension, a displacement from the importance of 
being a ‘master of territories’ to being a ‘master of speed’, which naturally 
seems to take the power from the states (Habermas 1998:67). 
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When the Western democracies were constellated the world system was very 
different. The democratic processes and constitutions have successfully worked 
for many years in the nation-states, but never outside the nation-state and the 
developments caused by globalization have today problematized this constella-
tion. In extension to this, Habermas believes that these tendencies, we look up-
on as political challenges, are supposed to pave the way for a post-national con-
stellation. Instead of describing the challenges from a traditional nation-state 
perspective, people should think about these challenges as something caused by 
the structures of our system, which means that we need to rethink the structures 
to make them fit the globalized world. We need to be critical towards the sys-
tems. (Habermas 1998:58) 
 
The increasing communication over large distances also leads to an increasing 
awareness among the civilians concerning conflicts in the society both on na-
tional- and international level. Civilians have a tendency to blame the politi-
cians for a long list of social problems, and it seems that after The Cold War the 
politicians have been trying to hide the challenges of the conflicts by not being 
critical towards the structures. He states:   
 
The diagnosis of social conflicts transforms itself into a list of 
just as many political challenges only if we attach a further 
premise to the egalitarian institutions of rational law: the as-
sumption that the unified citizens of a democratic community 
are able to shape their own social environment and can devel-
op capacity for actions necessary for such interventions to 
succeed (Habermas 1998:60). 
 
Habermas accuses the politicians in the nation-states of obscuring the challeng-
es of globalization because a critic of these structures may be a threat to the na-
tion-state. 
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The Significance of NGOs in a Globalized World 
The Vietnam War and The Gulf War were the first conflicts that caught the 
global public attention. Only recently FN has begun arranging conferences that 
deals with global questions such as ecology, poverty and climate changes. The-
se conferences are attempts to pressure the governments to put these social 
problems on the agenda. This progress brings global social problems on the 
agenda in an international forum but the question is how effective it is? These 
issue-specific attentions at the FN conferences are channelled in the already 
functioning national public channels. Habermas identifies that we need stable 
structures to make the communication permanent between the attending, who 
are far from each other but still share the same interests. In this sense there is no 
global public yet (Habermas 1995:160). 
 
Besides the fact that Habermas do not believe that these structures are effective 
in facing the challenges of globalization, he underlines the central role NGOs 
have at the conferences and more importantly how NGOs create and mobilize 
supranational publics. This is a sign of a growing influence from actors that 
meet states from an internationally knit society (Ibid.) On the question of how 
globalization affects the constitutional states effectiveness concerning the glob-
al environmental problems, capital mobility problems, or human trafficking, the 
nation state have lost its political control but on international level the NGOs 
have compensated. The NGOs does not work with the effectiveness one could 
hope, but they are not ineffective as Habermas states: 
 
Naturally, legitimation gaps also open up competencies and 
jurisdictions are shifted from national to the supranational 
level. Alongside a number of international governmental or-
ganizations and standing conferences, non-governmental or-
ganizations such as the World Wide Fund For Nature, Green-
peace, or Amnesty International have also gained a good deal 
of influence and are engaged in an informal regulatory net-
work in a variety of ways. But these new forms of interna-
tional cooperation lack of legitimation even remotely ap-
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proaching the requirement for procedures institutionalized via 
nation-states (Habermas 1998:71). 
 
As Habermas mentions the globalization creates legitimation gaps in the global 
system and he underlines the importance of NGOs in the global political world 
because they have that critical view on the structures and they put challenges on 
the agenda and try to close some of the gaps in global politics. 
 
4.1.2 Samy Cohen 
Holds a PhD in Political Science from Sciences Po. Has worked as a professor 
at the University of Paris, department of International Relations. “The Resili-
ence of the State: Democracy and the Challenge of Globalisation”, which we 
use as project literature, is perceived to be one of Cohen's main publications. He 
does not express a specific stand in connection with theory of science, but criti-
cise the current discourse in International Relations theory, which he calls 
“transnational-declinist” theory. He argues that international relations scholars 
overestimates the influence of TNAs and underestimates the role of the state. 
This view, expressed in “The Resilience of the State”, is one of his main theo-
retical views as well as publications (Cohen 2006: 6-9). The focus will primari-
ly be on his view of states as playing a more significant role than NGOs in 
global politics. 
 
The Declinist Theory 
First it is necessary to note that Cohen’s theory is based on a critique of what he 
calls ‘the declinist theory’, a tendency in international relations theory to de-
clare the role of the state to be decreasing and to merely see it as an actor 
among all other transnational actors. The declinist theorist’s view is that a loss 
in state sovereignty is due to the end of the cold war and the globalization, as 
the communist bloc is no longer a thread and the markets have opened up (Co-
hen 2006:1-4). Cohen finds this not to be the case, though he does agree that a 
certain amount of interdependence is currently at stake and that the influence of 
transnational actors has increased, while the autonomy of the state in decision-
making processes has decreased (Cohen 2006:8). For Cohen this does not mean 
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the upheaval the declinist theorists make it up to be. The global system cannot 
be divided into two worlds, the world of transnational actors and the world of 
states, competing to get the most power and influence on a global scale, he ar-
gues that it is more complicated than that. For instance, some transnational ac-
tors are strengthening the state, while others are working against them (Cohen 
2006:179). 
 
The Importance of the State 
According to Cohen the states are still capable of resisting the pressure from 
transnational actors: “The states only concede what they are willing to concede 
in consideration of their interests, which they redefine as each new issue aris-
es.” (Cohen 2006:11). The states are the glue for holding together the interna-
tional system, because the transnational actors, alone in an international system, 
do not make sense. They are very different actors, with very different goals and 
causes and they have no real coherence (Cohen 2006:11). According to Cohen, 
the states are needed to maintain world order: “A state based on the rule of law 
is one of the best established norms in the international system and one of the 
best guarantors of stability.” (Cohen 2006:15). Also, the declinist theorists un-
dermine the people’s emotional attachment to geographical places. A survey 
suggests that the level of geographic attachment is highest on the local area, 
then the nation state, then the region and lastly the world, which is a counterar-
gument to the idea of a new international society, where the faith in states is 
weakening (Cohen 2006:13). Cohen argues that the state is actually strength-
ened by this pressure from transnational actors: by NGOs there has been a call 
for states, where states would not normally intervene, while anti-global organi-
zations are calling for more state intervention in social and economic issues or 
for more control over the market (Cohen 2006:14). 
 
The states have more autonomy than the declinist theorist gives them credit for. 
In Cohen’s perspective their decision-making is more individual and it matters 
a greater deal on a global scale, where the decision-making might be influenced 
by different actors, but is still maintained by cooperation between states: “Only 
the state can reconcile external constraints and internal pressure and become a 
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mediator between international negotiation and domestic politics.” (Cohen 
2006:16). 
 
According to Cohen, the states have never had full sovereignty and he points 
out that the state’s sovereignty is not a symbol of one state’s power and capabil-
ity to make decisions, as the declinist theorists make it out to be. The effect of 
globalization depends on which state is discussed. Cohen notes that it is actual-
ly the states with the most flowering borders and international cooperation that 
are the most rich and powerful states in the world, which is another argument 
that the state is not weakened by the international system, rather it is amplifying 
that the states who gives up some of the sovereignty are the more powerful 
ones. With this remark it is Cohen’s argument that states goes into international 
relations because it is in the state’s best interests to do so (Cohen 2006:24-27). 
 
The World and Role of NGOs 
”The world of NGOs is a heterogeneous, disparate, divided and often competi-
tive world, not existing as a unified bloc identifiable under a common label” 
(Cohen 2006:36). The numerous NGOs that exist today and the rather thin label 
‘non-governmental organization’ create a problem of other actors with other 
intentions putting on that label (Cohen 2006:41). This is because there are dif-
ferent domestic legal categories of NGOs, which makes it quite difficult to dis-
tinguish between them. Some are profit-oriented, commercial enterprises, some 
are religious groups, some are set out by governments and some are branches of 
guerrilla groups (Cohen 2006:51), very different from the general discourse 
concerning NGOs that: “They are seen as embodying values of courage, gener-
osity and devotion, a ‘new moral conscience’.” (Cohen 2006:35). The UN has 
been criticized by HRNGOs for not being piggy enough in choosing NGOs to 
have consultative status; according to the HRNGOs there are 600-700 NGOs 
with consultative status in the UN who are:  
 
Fake NGOs with no credibility; many do not come into being 
through the will of citizens and are a cover for particular eco-
nomic interests, sects, etc. (Cohen 2006:46).  
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This is a problem because the legitimacy of an NGO depends on the recognition 
of states and international organizations, but with the NGO label being so dif-
fused, who are getting the legitimacy to have influence then? The major inter-
national NGOs are those with the most influence. They often have a stable net-
work and they can do without financial support from states and are the only 
groups of NGOs who can claim to have influence over states. These are NGOs 
like Amnesty International, Oxfam and Human Rights Watch. With their big 
budgets they are able to put together major press campaigns and put human 
rights and other humanitarian questions on the agenda of international organiza-
tions. Through time these NGOs have grown and created special expertise on 
certain areas and they have achieved professional experience, such as legal ex-
pertise, which makes them more effective and able to negotiate on the world 
scale.  
 
In spite of this, Cohen still thinks that their actual influence is overrated, espe-
cially when it comes to influence on states diplomacy (Cohen 2006:56-58). The 
states are still very capable of resisting these NGOs. The influence of NGOs 
according to Cohen is:  
 
…irregular and unpredictable. It is often partial and incom-
plete, and rarely exclusive. The ‘rise in power’ of NGOs does 
not noticeably modify the power of states – understood as 
‘post-modern’ states – on the international scene (Cohen 
2006:59). 
 
It is different from case to case, and the cases often begin in ‘the world of 
states’, where they also end. The decisions lay in the politician’s hands, there-
fore, the NGOs like Amnesty International can put pressure and campaign as 
much as they want, but they cannot make the decisions. In the end NGO’s in-
fluence: “is only truly brought to bear on states that are already convinced or 
else have nothing to lose in following the movement.” (Cohen 2006:66). In the 
field of human rights the state’s support of NGOs is dependent on whether the 
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states have interest in having a conflict or not (Cohen 2006:75). The HRNGOs 
might have the ability to complicate the states’ international political game, but 
they cannot interfere with a state’s foreign policy (Cohen 2006:125). 
 
Cohen distinguishes between states that are authoritarian and democratic. In the 
authoritarian states NGOs have no power or ability to interfere and almost no 
access to the public. The NGOs gain more influence in democratic states, but it 
is still difficult to measure because they often work closely together. A study 
has suggested that the NGOs of the human right elite in the Northern America 
are acting: “increasingly in symbiosis with the state authorities.” (Cohen 
2006:72). As this symbiosis does only seem to be apparent in western democra-
cies the impartiality of NGOs can be questioned, which is one of their great 
weaknesses (Cohen 2006:75). Another weakness of NGOs is that though they 
might strengthen civil society in their development projects, they do not have 
the ability to change the structural issues causing the underdevelopment (Cohen 
2006:179).  Nevertheless Western states and international organizations gladly 
use strong NGOs, because with their support they can make them look good 
where diplomacy fails (Cohen 2006:130). This is due to the popularity of NGOs 
in the public, so if a state is backed up by a major accepted NGO they are seen 
as performing good governance. Ultimately the: “NGOs have not succeeded in 
having any effective influence over the problem of inequality between rich and 
poor countries.” (Cohen 2006:125). 
 
4.1.3 Summary 
Cohen’s critique of what he calls the declinist theories is mainly that he thinks 
that the global system is complex, and that the competition between the transna-
tional actors and states is not a zero-sum game, where the states loses power if 
the transnational actors gain power. In the global political system some interna-
tional actors will be strengthening the states while others will be weakening the 
states. Habermas does like the declinist theorists agree that globalization has 
undermined the nation-states institutionalized form because globalization have 
created new challenges that the democratic processes and constitutions can no 
longer cover or solve.  
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Cohen distinguishes between how an international system would look like 
without states and only governed by with transnational actors and as the situa-
tion is now where states governs. In his view of an international system without 
states would be problematic because the transnational actors have very different 
goals and causes and they have no real coherence. The states are the glue that 
holds the international system together. Habermas introduces an alternative 
with his suggestion of rethinking the structures of the systems and paving the 
way for a post-national constellation where a world constitution could be an 
answer. Cohen does not believe in a world constitution because people’s emo-
tional attachment to geographical places are very high and people would not 
want to be a part of this because they cannot identify with people on the other 
side of the globe. People’s territorial attachment is less important according to 
Habermas because globalization has undermined territories with flows of com-
munication, information and capital across borders. 
 
Cohen and Habermas can agree upon that NGOs work is not fully effective. 
Habermas thinks NGOs are important in the international system because they 
address the challenges many nation-states face today, but they are not effective 
enough. While Cohen think they are irregular and unpredictable and that the 
decisions lay in the politician’s hands, he still argues that the influence of trans-
national actors is increasing and that the autonomy of states in decision-making 
has decreased. 
4.2 Second section 
On the contrary, the theories formulated by Lehr-Lehnardt and Uhlin, we use in 
order to define democratic legitimacy in connection with NGOs, which allows 
us to conduct a technical-operational analysis of NGO legitimacy.  
 
4.2.1 Rana Lehr-Lehnardt 
Lehr-Lehnardt graduated from Columbia Law School and has a specific focus 
on international human rights and freedom of religion. Previous research con-
ducted by Rana Lehr-Lehnardt is neither known nor accessible. She does not 
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express a particular theory of science stand, but the scientific report that we 
used as project literature, named “NGO Legitimacy: Reassessing Democracy, 
Accountability and Transparency”, has a normative view towards contributing 
in creating progressive change in the NGO field.  
 
The following theory about Rana Lehr-Lehnardt’s definition of NGO legitima-
cy is based upon three main criteria: Democracy, Accountability and Transpar-
ency. The purpose of including the theoretical report written by Lehr-Lehnardt 
is to develop upon her definitions of the three criteria for examining NGO legit-
imacy, and to gain an understanding of some of the primary challenges in rela-
tion to NGO legitimacy. 
 
Democracy and Representative Nature of NGOs 
Based on her studies of NGO legitimacy, Lehr-Lehnardt points out that democ-
racy in relation to NGOs can mean two things: 1) internal democratic processes 
are referring to elections, membership base and consensus within the NGO and 
2) the representative nature of the NGO. Questions related to the representative-
ly of the NGO is concerned with whether the NGO acts as a legitimate voice for 
the people they represent – the individuals in society, whether the people they 
represent agree with the mandates and statements of the organization and if the 
NGO knows whether the individuals in the societies they are looking to influ-
ence even agree with the NGOs position on political issues. Lehr-Lehnardt em-
phasizes that most NGOs lack in internal democratic processes and claims to 
have a representative nature that goes beyond their employees or members 
(Lehr-Lehnardt 2005:13-14).  
 
It is highlighted in the report that NGOs are often lacking a base in the local 
population and their money is coming from the outside. Therefore it seems that 
NGOs are often trying to impose their ideas without debate or consent of the 
local population. Many of the rights pushed by NGOs are naturally beneficial, 
but there are some hotly contested “rights” that does not reflect the desires of 
the majority population in the affected societies. Lehr-Lehnardt does not think 
that NGOs are meant or obliged to function in the same way as governments. 
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Their political agendas does not always have to reflect the desires of the majori-
ty population, but that does not mean that they are not required to have some 
sort of representatively (Lehr-Lehnardt 2005:15). She states: 
 
Although I again reiterate that that NGOs should not function 
in a completely democratic manner when promoting rights, it 
is important to question whether their definition of rights is 
too far off from the societal definition of rights upon which 
the NGO definitions would be imposed (ibid.). 
 
Lehr-Lehnardt does not think that NGOs are representatively democratic. She 
stresses the fact that although NGOs often claim to represent the poor and op-
pressed: “...many powerful NGOs come from a small minority of advanced in-
dustrial states, and NGO views are often far from reflective of the public at 
large” (Lehr-Lehnardt 2005:16).  
 
Lehr-Lehnardt finds it problematic that the powerful NGOs, mainly northern, 
seem to be elitist networks with a large degree of professionalism. A wide-
spread critique of NGO professionals is that their interests will reflect the social 
class to which they belong, the middle or upper class that is, and that NGO pro-
fessionals have lost touch with the oppressed people they intend to represent 
(Lehr-Lehnardt 2005: 20). But does the NGO employees and their backgrounds 
necessarily have to reflect the public at large or the people whose rights they are 
promoting? Some scholars would not agree with this critique. It is necessary for 
the powerful NGOs to be networks with a certain degree of professionalism, 
consisting of elite employees in order to gain influence and be able to affect the 
policy-making processes at the intergovernmental level. 
 
This questions the role of large and powerful NGOs: Is their purpose simply to 
advocate for the rights of the oppressed people or to affect the political deci-
sion-making processes as well? Is it not possible to represent the oppressed, and 
at the same time be influential in international political networks? It is stated: 
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While NGOs developed a reputation for the advocacy of the 
disenfranchised, some find it ironic that NGO leaders exert 
tremendous, almost arbitrary, power over their members. 
Many observers have wondered whether NGOs – most of 
which are Western-oriented – act as true representatives of 
larger constituencies, or whether they serve as political plat-
forms for a few executives (Lehr-Lehnardt 2005:13).  
 
In addition Lehr-Lehnardt points out that it is the Northern NGOs who domi-
nates agenda setting, and that they are more powerful than Southern NGOs. 
According to Lehr-Lehnardt the main reasons for the domination of northern 
NGOs is their greater access to resources, larger budgets, affordable technology 
and ease of accessing the media. It is also mentioned that Northern NGOs con-
tinue to dominate the political agenda at the UN while Southern NGOs are un-
derrepresented (Lehr-Lehnardt 2005:16-17).  
 
Transparency and Accountability 
As developed upon in the above section, Lehr-Lehnardt addresses the issue of 
claimed representation in connection with NGO accountability. She finds that a 
minimum of claimed representation is needed in order to ensure NGO account-
ability and legitimacy. There needs to be a certain level of transparency in NGO 
mandates, funding and functioning as well (Lehr-Lehnardt, 2005: 26). She ar-
gues that there is a lack of NGO transparency, and states: “Scholars have insist-
ed that NGOs become transparent, showing who has the power and how they 
use that power. Sources of funding should also be divulged” (ibid.). 
 
If governments as well as the public cannot see through NGO processes, and if 
donors, stakeholders and mandates within the organization are not known, it 
makes it impossible to identify hidden agendas and secure a certain level of rep-
resentation: “transparency is necessary to assure that all actors – governmental 
and nongovernmental – behave responsibly and ethically” (ibid.) Next of, Lehr-
Lehnardt highlights that it is unclear to whom the NGOs should be accountable, 
and in what way. She concludes that NGOs need to be accountable, in different 
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ways, to three different groups: employees/members/volunteers, donors as well 
as the people they claim to represent (“intended beneficiaries”). According to 
Lehr-Lehnardt, the most important NGO responsibilities to their members, do-
nors and beneficiaries are to inform this group of people of changes in purpose 
or focus. In relation with donors and intended beneficiaries, they need to ac-
complish what they set out for and evaluate on projects. So in order to improve 
NGO accountability, Lehr-Lehnardt argues that NGOs have a responsibility to 
their intended beneficiaries. They need to create projects where there are long-
term benefits, and not just immediate responses (Lehr-Lehnardt: 2005, 28-30). 
There is an increasing tendency that NGOs, especially Development NGOs, 
rely on government funding. This tendency can ultimately, according to Lehr-
Lehnardt, compromise the independence and freedom of action, which is some 
of the basic principles of the NGO movement (Lehr-Lehnardt 2005:31).  
  
The Importance of NGO legitimacy     
Lehr-Lehnardt finds it important to discuss democracy in order to secure the 
legitimacy of the NGO movement. She highlights the fact that the Western so-
cieties promotes democracy and perceives it to be of fundamental value (Lehr-
Lehnardt 2005:24). At the same time there are many institutions that people 
submit themselves to, that are not democratic, nor do we expect them to be 
democratic (ibid.). Some of these institutions are influential actors, but at the 
same time they are not democratic, because they do not necessarily represent 
the desires of the masses or function in a democratic way [internally] (ibid.). In 
most cases it is actually not beneficial for the NGO movement to represent the 
desires of the masses. Their purpose is merely to represent a group of intended 
beneficiaries with specific interests (ibid.). But when NGOs are actually affect-
ing the political decision-making processes in the international arena, a certain 
level of representatively is required in order for them to be perceived as legiti-
mate actors (Lehr-Lehnardt 2005: 3). Lehr-Lehnardt develops on the im-
portance of NGO democracy, at the international arena, in the following state-
ment: 
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…due to NGO's unique structure and methods of advocacy 
and assistance, democracy might not be beneficial for all 
NGOs. But where democracy (both internal democratic pro-
cesses and representation of those on whose behalf NGOs 
purport to speak or who will be affected by the proposed poli-
cies) does matter is at the policy-making levels… (Lehr-
Lehnardt 2005:48).  
 
When resourceful NGOs become influential actors at the intergovernmental 
level it is crucial that they have a representative nature and that their processes 
are democratic and transparent (as well as with governments). Even though the 
purpose of NGOs are fundamentally different from that of government. 
 
The Purpose and Benefits of NGOs 
It is easy to criticize NGO’s, or any community that grows in 
power and prominence. It is especially easy to criticize when 
NGOs place themselves on the moral high ground. To be sure, 
NGOs are imbued with self-interest, their structure and ac-
tions are often undemocratic, and some NGOs are insensitive 
to culture, religion, and history in their pursuit of certain 
“rights” that some societies do not believe are human rights 
and therefore should not be protected (Lehr-Lehnardt 
2005:39).  
 
Lehr-Lehnardt’s describes all the positive developments that NGOs has con-
tributed towards and the tasks that NGOs excel in fulfilling. Even though she 
might seem very critical towards the NGO movement, she most definitely be-
lieves that the benefits of the NGO movement outweigh the costs. (Lehr-
Lehnardt 2005:39-40).  
 
Democratic Legitimacy and the NGO Movement  
Lehr-Lehnardt highlights the fact that the NGO movement is quite young and 
only dates back to the 1970's, and 'with youth comes inexperience', which 
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makes it important to give the NGO's room to improve and grow (Lehr-
Lehnardt 2005: 46). She states that: 
 
In fact, for some human rights NGO's, their legitimacy is not 
based on representation and democracy, but "on the trust that 
others have in them and on the quality and honesty of their 
work" (Lehr-Lehnardt 2005: 47). 
 
She questions whether some of the initiatives related to improving NGO legiti-
macy, would actually harm their effectiveness rather than improve them (ibid.). 
An important argument related to NGO democracy, made by Peter Spiro in 
Lehr-Lehnardt’s report, is that intergovernmental organizations such as the UN, 
does neither produce equal representation due to the fact that each country has 
one vote, which makes small states as influential as countries with a large num-
ber of citizens (ibid.). 
 
Summary 
Lehr-Lehnardt finds it important to criticize the challenges related to NGO le-
gitimacy, mainly in order to improve the NGO movement, and enhance their 
legitimacy, which could lead to an increase in NGO, influence on global deci-
sion-making processes (Lehr-Lehnardt 2005: 12). Lehr-Lehnardt argues that 
NGO democracy should not necessarily be enhanced due to the fact that the 
purpose of the NGO movement is different from that of nation-states (Lehr-
Lehnardt 2005: 24). At the same time, she highlights the fact that the democrat-
ic structure of NGOs does matter when they become powerful enough to influ-
ence policy-making (Lehr-Lehnardt 2005: 49). Furthermore, Lehr-Lehnardt 
finds it that processes are transparent, so it is possible to hold the NGOs ac-
countability. She states that although the HRNGOs need to improve, they do 
have a significant part to play in implementing the UN charter as well as expos-
ing and monitoring countries' actions (Lehr-Lehnardt 2005: 50). 
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4.2.2 Anders Uhlin  
Uhlin wrote his PhD thesis at Lund University in 1995. His research has pri-
marily focused on international politics, comparative politics and development 
studies, with a particular view to democratization processes, global governance, 
transnational activism and civil society organizations such as NGOs. He is 
mainly known for the research program called: ‘Democracy Beyond the Na-
tion-State? Transnational Actors and Global Governance’ (Statsvetenskapliga 
Institutionen 2014). Uhlin has a social constructivist point of view. He argues 
that social phenomena such as NGO legitimacy are a social construction devel-
oped and expressed through communication and social interaction, and that it is 
not possible for experts to objectively design NGO legitimacy. He states:  
 
I should clarify my position of a number of methodological 
issues. I depart from social constructivist perspective (...) I ar-
gue that there is no objective technical solution to legitimacy 
problems that can be designed by experts independent of the 
context. By contrast legitimacy should be viewed as a social 
construction (Uhlin 2010:22). 
 
Uhlin’s theory presented in the following is based on his book Legitimacy Be-
yond the State? and we mainly focus upon his input, throughput and output the-
ory, as it points out important elements for NGOs democratic legitimacy.  
 
Democratic Legitimacy 
There has been much attention on democratic credentials of NGOs as transna-
tional civil society actors and Uhlin’s focus on democratic legitimacy concern-
ing representation, participation and accountability. When dealing with legiti-
macy in international relations we look at who is entitled to participate and 
what are the appropriate forms of conduct. Often the NGOs legitimacy is asso-
ciated with their expertise and knowledge in specific issue-areas. These are im-
portant qualities of NGOs but it does not make them democratic, and neither 
does financial and political independence: “NGO legitimacy can be derived 
from the falling legitimacy of states” (Uhlin 2010: 21). Uhlin underlines that 
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NGOs might seem more legitimate than states from the public point of view 
because NGOs have less to gain from abusing their position compared to busi-
nesses and state actors. The trust that people have in NGOs does not make them 
legitimate actors. Uhlin argues that NGOs represent their members and gain 
democratic legitimacy by giving a voice to empowering marginalized groups.  
 
Input, Throughput, and Output 
Uhlin states, that when analysing the legitimacy of transnational actors, it is 
important to distinguish between democratic legitimacy and legitimacy in gen-
eral. Furthermore he argues, that it is important to consider different models of 
democracy, rather than only sticking to one model (Erman & Uhlin 2010: 22). 
Here he distinguishes between input legitimacy (where representation and in-
clusion comes to account), throughput legitimacy (where transparency, ac-
countability, participation, and deliberation comes to account), and output legit-
imacy (the democratic consequences of the actor’s activities) as a way to organ-
ize the democratic values. The focus of this next part will be on the democratic 
legitimacy of, as Uhlin calls them, transnational social movements and activist 
networks (NGOs). 
 
Input Legitimacy 
Representation 
Here the main focus is on the processes before the impact. Representation is 
one of the key values in democratic theory, where a collective actor claims to 
speak on the behalf of the people, who elected this actor. NGOs are often criti-
cised for having a limited membership, and therefore exclude a great part of the 
people they claim to represent, often described as a division between the Global 
North and the Global South (Erman & Uhlin: 2010: 24). Uhlin argues, that 
there is a need to rethink the concept of representation, when analysing NGOs. 
Rather than focusing on whom the NGOs are representing, it is important to 
look on what they are representing – the discursive representation – because, as 
he argues; “[...] civil society activists in global governance institutions represent 
‘positions rather than populations, ideas rather than constituencies’” (Erman & 
Uhlin 2010: 26). 
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Inclusion 
Uhlin not only has his focus on the importance of representation for democratic 
legitimacy, but also on the inclusion upon direct citizen participation. He states, 
that in a democracy with focus on the inclusion, it is important not to marginal-
ize or exclude based on gender, ethnicity, class, and so on. (Erman & Uhlin 
2010: 26) 
 
Throughput Legitimacy 
Transparency 
Uhlin defines the degree of transparency as: “…the extent to which individuals 
who may be significantly affected by a decision are able to learn about the deci-
sion-making process...” (Erman & Uhlin 2010: 26). He measures transparency 
by determining to what extend the information concerning the decision-making 
is available before a decision is taken, and that it is accessible at many sites in 
various languages. He states, that it is important for non-democratic organiza-
tions to increase their transparency as a step towards democratization and ac-
countability. 
 
Accountability 
According to Uhlin, accountability means that: “…some actors have the right to 
hold other actors to a set of standards, to judge whether they have fulfilled their 
responsibilities…” (Erman & Uhlin 2010: 27). The judgement is made in the 
light of standards, information, and if the actors do not fulfil their responsibili-
ties, sanctions are being implanted by the stakeholders. Therefore there has to 
be a good exchange of information between actors and stakeholders to ensure 
effective accountability. Uhlin states that transnational accountability – espe-
cially for NGOs – is much more complex than domestic accountability (Erman 
& Uhlin 2010: 27). Some scholars argued that in the context of globalization, 
accountability is the problem, not the solution. The reason that transnational 
accountability may cause problems is that different perceptions and different 
expectation of standards, information, and sanctions can create confusion and 
undermine the effectiveness. 
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Output Legitimacy 
The democratic output legitimacy of NGOs concerns their possible contribution 
to the democratization of global governance. NGO’s effectiveness is not a part 
of the output legitimacy because it does not increase their democratic legitima-
cy. When NGOs give voice to marginalized people in world politics these activ-
ities targeting powerful global actors, such as states, this might increase the ac-
countability of the powerful global actors. However, the NGOs might also have 
a negative effect on the democratic legitimacy in global governance, but it is an 
empirical question whether the activities of NGOs have pro- or anti-democratic 
consequences. NGOs might be strengthening the democracy in global govern-
ance although they are weak on the input and throughput aspect, because they 
with their ‘watchdog’ activities contribute to an increasing transparency and 
accountability of international organizations. Further Uhlin notes:  
 
It is also reasonable to argue that it is not of much importance 
that a TNA has strong input and throughput democratic cre-
dentials, if its activities do not have any positive democratic 
effect on global governance at large (Uhlin 2010: 32). 
 
Uhlin believes the input and throughput is not that important because if NGOs 
with strong input and throughput legitimacy might influence negatively on the 
global democracy. The output legitimacy is therefore essential when analysing 
the democratic quality of NGOs (Uhlin 2010:32). 
 
4.2.3 Summary 
Both of the theorists focus on the importance of the NGO democratic legitima-
cy in the global political system. Both are interested in securing the legitimacy 
of the NGOs, and they both argue that NGOs are generally lacking in democrat-
ic representativeness. Uhlin claims that NGOs sometimes have a limited mem-
bership and therefore might lack in representatively. He argues, that we need to 
rethink the term, and look at what they are representing rather than whom they 
are representing. Furthermore Uhlin highlights the challenges in connection 
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with transnational accountability, because the different perceptions of the con-
cept can undermine the effectiveness, whereas Lehr-Lehnardt sees the account-
ability as crucial to assure that the actors behave responsibly. However, they do 
both emphasize the importance of analysing the given NGO on the three con-
cepts of accountability, transparency and democracy, and therefore we have 
chosen to focus on these three concepts, putting the concepts of participation 
and inclusion under the label of democracy.  
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5. Analysis  
5.1 First Section 
The aim of this section is to discuss what purpose the HRNGOs serve, the de-
gree to which they influence global politics and whether democratic legitimacy 
is important for the HRNGOs. Naturally, our knowledge and understanding of 
HRNGO legitimacy, is based upon the collected theory and empery. This as-
sessment on whether democratic legitimacy is important for the HRNGO 
movement is particularly inspired by, and draws upon, arguments made by An-
ders Uhlin, Rana Lehr-Lehnardt, Samy Cohen and Jürgen Habermas. This sec-
tion will also touch upon our defined standards of legitimacy.         
 
5.1.1 HRNGO’s Influence in Policy-making 
Due to the fact that HRNGOs focus on specific issues, gather information on 
these particular issues and aim to create awareness on them, they often develop 
a certain expertise related to their field. Therefore the HRNGOs often work as 
informal contributors at the UN level, and assist with legal and technical exper-
tise, which has made them indispensable to the UN (Lehr-Lehnardt 2005: 42). 
Some of the powerful HRNGOs are so well funded that even the UN and some 
governments envy their budgets (ibid.). This enables the HRNGOs to push for 
ethical issues such as human rights and development aid, that governments and 
IGOs have a tendency to disregard.   
 
It is important to highlight that even though HRNGOs are attempting to influ-
ence policy-making, it does not necessarily mean that they are influential. Alt-
hough, the powerful HRNGOs are included in some negotiations at the UN lev-
el, it seems almost impossible to assess exactly how influential they are at the 
global policy level. As stated by Lehr-Lehnardt: “NGOs acting individually and 
in networks, often wield influence on decision-making ‘behind closed doors’ 
and without pluralistic participation” (Lehr-Lehnardt 2005: 4). When the role of 
HRNGOs in decision-making processes are not clearly defined, it becomes im-
portant to clarify what their purpose in decision-
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making sure that processes are transparent, that the influence of HRNGOs is 
democratically legitimate and that it is possible to hold them accountable as ac-
tors in global politics.  
 
Scholar’s understanding of the level of influence of the HRNGO movement at 
policy-level varies significantly. Cohen argues that states are still the most 
powerful actors in global politics, and perceives NGOs to be ineffective. Ac-
cording to Cohen, the role and influence of NGOs is:  
 
…irregular and unpredictable. It is often partial and incom-
plete, and rarely exclusive. The ‘rise in power’ of NGOs does 
not noticeably modify the power of states – understood as 
‘post-modern’ states – on the international scene… (Cohen 
2006:59).  
 
Habermas on the other hand is more enthusiastic about the potential of NGOs 
as actors in global politics. He argues that NGOs have the potential to close le-
gitimation gaps in global politics, by promoting ethical issues that states have a 
tendency to disregard, and effect social change due to their comprehensive re-
sources and public support. The disagreements between scholars, on the pur-
pose and influence of HRNGOs, imply that the purpose of the HRNGO move-
ment is evolving and that there is a lack of transparency in HRNGO processes. 
 
5.1.2 Democratic Legitimacy in Relation to HRNGOs 
It is important to emphasize the fact that the purpose of HRNGOs is fundamen-
tally different from that of government. Most governments, especially in the 
Global North, are required to have a democratic nature and represent the desires 
of the masses, while the purpose of the HRNGO movement is to simply advo-
cate for specific issues. HRNGOs are often criticized for lacking in democratic 
legitimacy. Even though democratic legitimacy is of fundamental value, at the 
same time, it is important to highlight the fact that HRNGOs should not neces-
sarily be required to operate in the same way as governments. If HRNGOs were 
required to follow the same democratic processes as governments, they would 
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likely become more conservative, while the role of the HRNGO movement has 
historically been to create progressive changes in favour of oppressed groups in 
society. HRNGOs created progressive change when advocating for issues such 
as women’s emancipation or race equality. In these cases, the desires of the 
HRNGOs did not reflect the desires of the masses nor was it supposed to. As 
argued by Lehr-Lehnardt:  
 
Where the majority individuals are already represented, in 
theory, by a democratic government, there would be little 
benefit from a civil society that also represents the majority 
views (Lehr-Lehnardt 2005: 25).  
 
It is also necessary to question whether the suggested improvements of the 
HRNGO movement, such as increased transparency, accountability and democ-
racy, would actually harm the HRNGOs and make them less effective. The 
HRNGOs would likely become less effective and less able to act instantly, if 
they had to follow comprehensive democratic processes. 
 
Nevertheless, the role of the influential HRNGOs are changing. When the 
HRNGOs have a significant number of supporters, purport to speak for the 
masses and are influencing policy-making, a certain level of legitimacy is nec-
essary for them to appear credible and be democratically representative. As 
highlighted by Peter Uvin:  
 
[i]n whose names do they speak? How do we know they 
[NGOs] represent the public interest? How do we know that 
they are not explicitly positioning themselves in highly politi-
cal ways (Lehr-Lehnardt 2005: 5).  
 
When international HRNGOs, especially HRNGOs, attempt to influence poli-
cy-making at the UN level, legitimacy in terms of democracy, transparency and 
accountability becomes essential in order to increase credibility and justify the 
increasing political influence of the HRNGO movement. Uhlin as well as Lehr-
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Lehnardt stresses the fact that democratic legitimacy of the NGOs becomes par-
ticularly important when NGOs affect policy-making. Although, Uhlin and 
Lehr-Lehnardt has different views towards legitimacy, and what this term im-
plies. So the fact of the matter is, that in democratic societies, where the majori-
ty are represented by government, the purpose of HRNGOs is fundamentally 
different from the purpose of government. When HRNGOs are merely advocat-
ing for the interests of specific groups there is no need for them to represent the 
majority views. But when HRNGOs are included in policy-making processes a 
certain level of democratic representatively and legitimacy is required.  
 
5.1.3 The Standards of Legitimacy 
Our perception of democracy, transparency and accountability develops upon 
the legitimacy criteria formulated by Uhlin and Lehr-Lehnardt. The overall le-
gitimacy standards of the broad field of HRNGOs are examined through the 
main criteria, previously mentioned. In relation to Amnesty International we 
conduct a more technical-operational in-depth analysis of their legitimacy, 
where a significant amount of parameters are taken into account. The parame-
ters used to examine the legitimacy of Amnesty International will be developed 
upon in the introduction to the third section of our analysis.  
 
When examining democracy in relation to legitimacy, we find it evident to in-
clude the question of representatively and democratic processes. In relation to 
transparency we focus on the public’s ability to gain insight as to how HRN-
GOs operate and influence policy-making. We find it necessary for the HRN-
GOs to implement certain accountability mechanisms that allows for their 
members, donors and intended beneficiaries to hold them accountable, which 
will be developed further in the second section of our analysis. 
 
5.1.4 Sub-conclusion  
The purpose of HRNGOs can differ depending on the type of HRNGO, as there 
are significant variations in the purposes and operations of HRNGOs. The main 
purpose of HRNGOs is to promote and advocate for ethical issues such as hu-
man rights and to represent their members as well as intended beneficiaries. 
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The powerful HRNGOs are able to effect social change much more effective 
than most states, due to the fact that they are resourceful organizations that does 
not have to follow comprehensive democratic processes (as states are obliged 
to). The main strengths of the powerful HRNGOs are their comprehensive ex-
pertise, huge funding and large amount of supporters.  
 
HRNGOs have a different purpose than governments. Their main purpose is to 
promote public interests. The HRNGOs have traditionally been known to effect 
progressive social change, and they not necessarily have to represent the desires 
of the masses – as democratic governments are required to. However, the role 
of NGOs in global politics is evolving. The powerful HRNGOs are increasingly 
influential in decision-making processes at IGO level. However, the HRNGOs 
are practising soft power, which makes it difficult to assess the degree to which 
they affect decision-making, as states are continuously the main actors in global 
politics. As stated by Lehr-Lehnardt, the influence of HRNGOs in decision-
making is carried out behind closed doors, which we perceive as a challenge 
towards the democratic legitimacy of HRNGOs, as processes are not transpar-
ent. Furthermore, this raises the issue of who holds the HRNGOs accountable.  
5.2 Second Section 
It is the aim of this section to discuss the challenges related to HRNGOs demo-
cratic legitimacy through the main criteria, namely democracy, accountability 
and transparency. 
 
It is difficult to measure the democratic legitimacy of HRNGOs due to the fact 
that there is no global regulation of them. The expectations towards their stand-
ards of legitimacy, the available information and sanctions of HRNGOs varies 
from nation to nation. There are neither formal demands nor specific criteria for 
accountable praxis of HRNGOs, which creates a certain confusion referred to 
by Uhlin as ‘multiple accountability disorder’. Although, NGOs have devel-
oped the INGO Accountability Charter, which is their own attempt to ensure 
accountability and increase measurability of their accountability. A specific set 
ROSKILDE UNIVERSITY INTERNATIONAL STUDIES 2014 
 
	   45 
of standards is defined which enables the charter to assess whether NGOs fulfil 
their responsibilities. 
 
5.2.1 The Representative Nature and Professionalism of HRNGOs   
HRNGOs have a responsibility to many different actors; first and foremost they 
have an important responsibility to their intended beneficiaries. Uhlin as well as 
Lehr-Lehnardt describes the division between the Global North and Global 
South as a key challenge for the HRNGO’s representatively. Since it is the 
Northern HRNGOs who dominates agenda setting and are the most powerful in 
effecting social change, it becomes essential that they are aware of the wants 
and needs of their intended beneficiaries when operating in the Global South. 
Some claim that the HRNGOs are becoming increasingly professionalized 
movements, and fear that the agendas of powerful HRNGOs will reflect the de-
sires of the societal class they themselves belong to (Lehr-Lehnardt 2005: 21). 
As argued by Lehr-Lehnardt, it is vital that HRNGOs do not lose touch with the 
oppressed groups that they aim to represent. 
 
In one case ex-prostituted women criticized the UN and Amnesty International 
for supporting legalization of prostitution (Correnti). The argument made by the 
UN and Amnesty International was that a legalization would bring more secure 
circumstances for women working in prostitution, for example by implement-
ing rules for the use of condoms to reduce transmission of HIV. The ex-
prostituted women argued that prostitution was rape of women and that legali-
zation would promote a discourse of men’s right to buy sex and furthermore the 
notion of buying sex could often result in a controlling behaviour of the cus-
tomer, which is a violation of the prostituted women’s right to say no. Due to 
this, it is not possible to ensure customer’s use of condoms and the strategy to 
reduce transmission of HIV would fail (ibid.). This case is an example of con-
flicts of interests between Amnesty International and their intended beneficiar-
ies, which questions the ideologies and values that HRNGOs represent. 
 
5.2.2 The Normative Legitimacy of HRNGOs 
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A challenge for the Northern HRNGOs is to be critical towards their own ide-
ology or values. HRNGOs often claim to be impartial in terms of political and 
religious ideology as Lehr-Lehnardt claims, but this is a rather questionable 
matter, because these human rights are often affected by values of the Global 
North. The HRNGOs interpretations of the Declaration of Human Rights, as 
well as their interpretation of the wants and needs of local populations they 
claim to represent, needs to be questioned and debated to ensure that their val-
ues and beliefs are not too far off from their beneficiaries. This is a challenge 
for the HRNGOs because they have a tendency to place themselves on the mor-
al high ground and sometimes seem insensitive to culture, religion, and history 
in their pursuit of certain rights. 
 
In addition the hierarchy of needs, defined by Abrahim Marslow, is a tool to 
describe the challenges at stake. It is often pointed out that the Global South is 
subject to poverty and underdevelopment, which naturally necessitates the gov-
ernments’ focus to be on the lowest end of Marslow’s hierarchy of needs. These 
are more basic needs, such as physical and security needs (Den Store Danske 
2012). On the other hand, with the Global North’s amount of resources, more 
advanced needs are at stake, such as social, acknowledgement and self-
actualization needs (Den Store Danske 2012), which raises issues of an ethical 
nature, on the agenda of human rights. Due to this, some governments feel 
pressured in the presence of HRNGOs in the UN, as they are not able to focus 
primarily on the ethical issues promoted by these. 
 
5.2.3 Effective Processes of HRNGOs 
Another challenge for HRNGOs, when trying to make their praxis democrati-
cally legitimate is not to compromise the affectivity of their work. As Habermas 
argues, HRNGOs are not as effective as we want them to be, but they are not 
ineffective either. The result of their work is important, and as Cohen would 
argue, HRNGOs sometimes wield influence on the result of the decision-
making, but in the end, it is the states that make the final decisions. The push 
for democratic legitimacy might undermine the effectiveness of their work. A 
democratization of HRNGOs will bring a bureaucratic burden to these. They 
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will have to spend a significant amount of resources on administration, in order 
to improve their transparency. They will presumably not be able to act as fast 
and effective if they have to follow extensive democratic, or bureaucratic pro-
cesses, in order to legitimize their work and ensure accountability. Naturally, 
they will likely have lesser resources to spend on improving their causes. Alt-
hough, a democratization of NGOs will ensure avoidance of corruption, bribery 
and exploitation, increase the credibility of the NGO movement and assure ac-
countability and transparency in processes and how they wield influence on de-
cision-making. 
 
5.2.4 Ensuring Transparency in HRNGO Processes  
The HRNGOs funding is coming from donors outside, which may lead to 
HRNGOs imposing their ideas without debate or consent of the local popula-
tion. This makes it vital that there is transparency in HRNGO processes and 
funding, to ensure that they behave responsibly and in accordance with the in-
terests of their members and beneficiaries. An important notion is that it is nec-
essary for the powerful HRNGOs, with resources larger than some govern-
ments, to use an increasing percentage of their budget on administration, which 
makes them somewhat like large corporations. As mentioned in Lehr-Lehnardts 
report:  
 
NGOs have become business savvy and politically attuned to 
know how best to promote their causes, be awarded projects 
from donors and states, and to receive the ever-necessary 
funding for the survival of the NGOs. And NGOs have be-
come big business with their global worth being estimated at 
one trillion dollars annually (Lehr-Lehnardt 2005: 7).    
 
Although this grand the powerful HRNGOs with the opportunity to wield influ-
ence on a larger scale, it also makes these organizations more bureaucratic, 
which presumably makes it more difficult to assure transparency and accounta-
bility. The most important challenge in relation to HRNGO transparency is that 
they are outspoken about the way they influence decision-making and ensure 
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transparency in funding. An important notion is that the NGO movement only 
dates back to the early 1970’s, and that the arising power of NGOs is a new 
phenomenon that scholars, politicians, the NGO movement itself as well as the 
general public has to adjust to.  
 
5.2.5 Ensuring Accountability in HRNGO Processes 
As developed on before, it is difficult to assure the accountability of the HRN-
GO movement. However, both the HRNGOs as well as the UN have tried to 
develop criteria in order to assure accountability of HRNGOs. A central ques-
tion is to whom the accountability should flow? Not everyone agrees that 
HRNGOs should be held accountable, but in order to strengthen the credibility 
and legitimacy of the HRNGO movement, it is necessary that especially the 
members, intended beneficiaries as well as donors are able to hold them ac-
countable in different ways. In order for HRNGOs to be accountable to their 
members, they need to follow through on projects, inform their members of re-
cent developments and changes in focus and purpose and most importantly, 
they need to make sure that the accomplishments of their projects match the 
project criteria, which goes out to both their members, beneficiaries and donors. 
They need to ensure their own accountability, by securing transparency in their 
processes, both when gaining funding and when affecting political decision-
making. As elaborated on in the previous section, the most significant criteria 
for HRNGO accountability is that their interests and goals match the desires of 
their beneficiaries, and that projects are evaluated to make sure that they have 
had the intended benefits in local communities, and have not lead to underde-
velopment or caused social disruption.  
 
5.2.6 Democratic Processes of HRNGOs 
An evident example of the NGOs lack of external democratic processes is their 
participation at the World Conference Against Racism in Durban in 2001. The 
UN secretary general, Kofi Annan, has previously been known for his strong 
support of the NGO movement, but was forced to reassess the role and influ-
ence of NGOs at IGO level, prior to the world conference in 2001, where he 
called for a pause in NGO involvement. At the racism conference NGOs were 
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“engaged in bullying of other NGOs and employed racists hate language to de-
legitimize NGOs contradicting their views...” (Lehr-Lehnardt 2005:8). The UN 
high commissioner, Mary Robinson, refused to deliver the document developed 
by NGOs at the Racism Conference to state representatives, and NGOs never 
voted nor agreed on the declaration. A representative from one of the NGOs 
present at the conference mentioned: “The adoption of the NGO declaration 
was hardly democratic” (Lehr-Lehnardt 2005: 9). The hateful language de-
ployed in the declaration caused NGOs to leave the negotiations and not partic-
ipate in the declaration process, especially HRNGOs who represent ethnic mi-
nority groups. As a result of the Racism Conference, the UN held meetings, 
discussions and wrote reports in order to determine the role of NGOs in deci-
sion-making. The result of these negotiations was that the UN decided not to 
include NGOs in political decision-making processes, where only member 
states are allowed to participate, but still to cooperate with NGOs. The coopera-
tion with the HRNGOs still benefits the UN as these have a certain expertise, 
want their values to reflect the Declaration of Human Rights and are able to ef-
fect social change due to their large budgets and public support. 
 
The proper role of the HRNGOs at UN level are continuously debated and 
evolved. The HRNGOs still have lots to learn and significant improvements of 
their legitimacy are in order. At the same time, their role in global politics is 
still not clearly defined, and the HRNGOs are gradually trying to improve their 
legitimacy and earn credibility. The benefits of the HRNGOs are undeniable. 
They raise important issues that are in the interest of the public good –  
issues that would be disregarded by politicians if not promoted or dealt with by 
HRNGOs.  
 
5.2.7 Sub-conclusion   
There are several challenges for the HRNGOs in ensuring democratic legitima-
cy. Transparency and accountability is crucial in order to enable members, ben-
eficiaries and donors to ensure that their interests are taken into account. A de-
mocratization of HRNGOs takes resources and will likely make them less ef-
fective. Furthermore, IGOs have a great impact on how influential the HRN-
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GOs are, because they make the final decisions. The challenge of ensuring 
HRNGO legitimacy is that it is not clear to whom they should be accountable 
or who should be responsible for holding them accountable, as there is no glob-
al regulation of HRNGOs.  
5.3 Third Section 
The aim of the following is to analyse Amnesty International’s report on their 
own accountability with the concepts presented in the previous sections in 
terms of examining how they seek to legitimize their own praxis. As sub-
question 1 and 2 suggest, it is difficult to assess democratic legitimacy in global 
politics. This is the main reason why we choose to examine Amnesty Interna-
tional in terms of internal democracy, accountability and transparency, because 
they appear to be an influential actor in global politics, and therefore, by exam-
ining them we are examining an influential HRNGO, which gets us closer to 
assess whether HRNGOs are democratically legitimate actors.  It is important 
to note that the report is made in a category called level C GRI-report, which is 
the least requiring. Therefore, Amnesty could also have chosen another format, 
with more details about their accountability, which implies that Amnesty Inter-
national are aware of the fact that there accountability could be improved.  
 
Firstly there will be a short introduction to the internal structure of Amnesty 
International, before analysing the Amnesty report in terms of the three theoret-
ically selected concepts of legitimacy from Lehr-Lehnardt and Uhlin starting 
with the input concept of democracy followed by the throughput concepts of 
transparency and accountability. Finally there will be a discussion of the posi-
tive and negative aspects of Amnesty International’s report with the purpose of 
assessing whether they are legitimate actors. 
 
5.3.1 Internal and External Structure of Amnesty International 
Before analysing the Amnesty report it is important to know about the internal 
structures of the organization and how it interacts with their key external stake-
holders such as supporters, individuals at risk and their families, members, vol-
unteers, activists and other organizations and governments. Amnesty Interna-
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tional have over 3,2 million members and supporters worldwide, and a total 
workforce of 2.155 employed staff and 6.811 volunteers (Amnesty International 
2013:32-33), and with a budget on €242,7 million in 2012, Amnesty Interna-
tional are listed as one of the 20 largest NGOs in the world (The Global Journal 
2013). They are trying to use their influence by mobilizing public pressure 
through mass demonstrations, campaigning and by direct lobbying in attempt to 
make the public aware of human rights issues. This is done by addressing gov-
ernments, intergovernmental organizations, armed political groups, companies 
and other non-state actors (Amnesty International 2013:4). Simultaneously they 
are trying to be as accountable as possible, not only to them on whose behalf 
they work, but also to their members, supporters, staff, volunteers and the gen-
eral public (Amnesty International 2013:2).  
 
Amnesty International has very complex internal structures, with the Interna-
tional Secretariat, with the Secretary General, coordinating the day-to-day work 
on a global scale, held accountable and under the direction of the International 
Board, which gets elected by the International Council Meetings (Amnesty In-
ternational 2013:14). The International Council meetings occur on a biennial 
basis where the whole organization including members, sections, forums and 
committees, participate in terms of discussing the directions of the organization. 
With Uhlin’s theory in mind, the hierarchical and complex internal structures of 
Amnesty International are abnormal for NGOs that are often characterized by a 
horizontal structure and lack of formality in the organization.  
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Figure 1: AI’s Global Governance System (Amnesty International 2013:12). 
 
5.3.2 Democracy 
The following will be an analysis, in accordance to the standards we have set on 
the importance of democracy, which occur within Uhlin’s concept of input le-
gitimacy through inclusion and representation. Lehr-Lehnardt’s concept of de-
mocracy is also taken into account by focusing on representation as an element 
of democracy. The aim of this section is therefore to examine Amnesty Interna-
tional in terms of democracy, but primarily by looking at inclusion and repre-
sentation as criteria of democracy. 
 
Representation 
First it is important to define what or whom Amnesty International claims to 
represent, in order to investigate whether they in fact are representative. Ac-
cording to themselves, they are representing a vision of the world where every 
person enjoys all of the human rights in reference to the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights and other international human rights instruments (Amnesty 
International 2013:4). In this way they are representatives of a discourse and an 
idea that every person has certain rights, but they are also representatives of the 
intended beneficiaries they are defending and fighting for the rights of, as well 
as the internal representation in the organization.  
 
Internal Democracy 
Amnesty International has clear policies of disregarding both bribery and cor-
ruption within the organization. Although cases of these kinds have occurred, it 
is something they take very seriously and they make sure that these cases are 
not ignored (Amnesty International 2013:37). By having this standpoint they 
are being more democratic as an organization, because bribery and corruption 
are both concepts that go against the constitution of democracy, and ultimately 
creates better possibilities of representation. 
 
As shown above, they have made a model that describes their internal affairs in 
different bodies of the organization and they do state that there are elections 
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taking place, but it is difficult to clarify how levels of the organization are 
working together and how much influence the defined stakeholders can have. 
The model does express democracy in the top-down organization structure, but 
only between the bodies of Amnesty International, so it is unclear whether the 
representatives, especially in the national sections, are democratically elected as 
representatives.  
 
As Amnesty International is such a big and widespread organization, working 
on many levels, the internal representation is difficult to ensure. They state that 
they do have an on going process of getting a closer relationship between the 
International Secretariat and the individuals and communities that they work 
with through their national sections (Amnesty International 2013:2). Although 
this seems as if Amnesty International have good intentions and has made a do-
able way of improving internal representation, the statement lacks more de-
tailed plans on how to improve these relationships and their internal representa-
tion in accordance with democracy is therefore questionable. Furthermore Am-
nesty International does not have a specific geographic placement, which makes 
it difficult to for them, as an organization, to secure their democratic legitimacy 
internally, because their offices are spread across the globe, in places that dif-
fers economically, socially as well as culturally. Therefore it is difficult to 
measure the democratic legitimacy of the organization in general. 
 
Representation of Intended Beneficiaries 
The representation of intended beneficiaries in terms of inclusion is an area 
where, according to Amnesty International, there is a need for improvement. 
They have a focus on inclusion of affected stakeholders in design, implementa-
tion, monitoring and evaluation of policies and programs. In addition they have 
a policy of reflecting the diversity of the organization by hiring local people in 
their different sections and structures, though in some cases they use interna-
tional recruitments, mainly if the needed workforce is not to be found in the lo-
cal community (Amnesty International 2012:29). They give examples of five 
cases where they have worked with local intended beneficiaries, namely in In-
dia, Burkina Faso, Sierra Leone, Ghana and in their work in Europe with Roma 
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communities, though they state that at times it can be challenging to agree on 
specific policies across diverse groups. In 2012 the number of involved partners 
decreased from 76 % in 2011 to 68 %, which is a negative development for 
their inclusion, but they state that: “this demonstrates that engagements of part-
ners and rights holders varies depending on the nature of campaigning projects” 
(Amnesty International 2013:19), due to this it is an unpredictable area to be 
measuring in and it is difficult to say whether Amnesty International are in fact 
including in their work, but it does show a certain level of good intentions.  
 
Amnesty International work on promotion of policy with a wide range of civil 
society, though these are already established policies, they are trying to make 
room for reviews and evaluation, especially concerning different perspectives 
from the communities they work with (Amnesty International 2013:24). They 
do make room for changes in their policies after being established, which seem-
ingly makes them more democratic in their decision-making processes and 
more representative, which has a positive effect on their legitimacy. However, 
it also indicates that their policy-making is not fully democratic as such, be-
cause the policies are already established by central bodies of the organization. 
 
Representation of Discourse and Values 
One issue that is not addressed is the fact that the claim of universal human 
rights is not necessarily shared on a universal level. This makes it difficult to 
ensure the democratic legitimacy, because Amnesty International are at the risk 
of cooperation with bodies or governments not interested in those right, or with 
lack in resources to meet the demands of the human rights principles that Am-
nesty International represents. In this regard it is interesting that of 3.2 million 
members, 70 % are from the Global North, while out of the 226 missions in 
2012 an overwhelmingly number took place in the Global South (Amnesty In-
ternational 2013:6). Of course the share of members from the Global North can 
occur due to the availability of communication technology, but it still causes 
representation issues regarding the intended beneficiaries. This might be an in-
dication that the ideology of the human rights principles, that Amnesty Interna-
tional is representing, is characterized by a Global North perspective. However, 
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Amnesty International have offices in 73 countries where 34 are placed in the 
Global North and 39 in the Global South (Amnesty International 2013:5), 
which is probably a sign that the need for attention on human rights violations, 
in accordance to Amnesty International, is greatest in the Global South. It is 
also a positive argument for their representation, because when adding up, most 
of their missions take place in the Global South, where most of their offices are. 
However, when NGOs from the Global North operate in the Global South, it is 
important for them to be aware of the values, needs and desires of the local 
populations, as they might be different from those in societies of the Global 
North.   
 
5.3.3 Transparency 
The aim of the Amnesty International report is to make the processes of the or-
ganization more accessible and external, and thereby improve their transparen-
cy (Amnesty International 2013:3). The following section will be an analysis of 
the Amnesty International report in terms of examining the transparency of the 
organization in the light of the discussion of Lehr-Lehnardt and Uhlin’s defini-
tions of transparency, which occur in the throughput part of Uhlin’s legitimacy 
framework. The analysis takes its departure in the processes of decision-making 
and the funding shown in the Amnesty International report. 
 
Processes of Decision-making 
As stated by Uhlin it is important for the legitimacy to have open and transpar-
ent processes, and to illustrate these processes and the progress of the work. In 
order to become more transparent Amnesty International has developed some 
Key Performance Indicators for tracking progress within the organization (Am-
nesty International 2013:2). These indicators are supposed to help opening the 
processes of the organization thus the stakeholders can keep track of the pro-
cesses and progress. As mentioned above they point out an example of trying to 
work together with Romas in Europe in an attempt to involve the local commu-
nities in the policy-processes (Amnesty International 2013:24). Furthermore 
Amnesty seek to create local focus groups where the analysis of their actions is 
delivered in local languages (Amnesty International 2013:19), and they seek to 
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deliver their policy and training material in English, French and Spanish in or-
der to increase the opportunity to spread the information to various parts of the 
world (Amnesty International 2013:2). According to Uhlin, these facts increase 
the level of transparency in terms of creating legitimacy of their work. Howev-
er, as formulated by Amnesty International, they still need to improve their 
work presence in the Global South in order to increase the openness of their ac-
tions to their stakeholders and to incorporate the peoples affected by the pro-
cesses in their policy implementations in terms of creating transparency. Fur-
thermore they have to increase the providing of information regarding the deci-
sion-making processes before a decision is taken to the affected peoples in or-
der to increase their transparency.  
 
Funding 
As listed in the report a large part of the funding received in 2012 comes from 
members or individual donors with only six per cent coming from governments, 
corporations and major donors (Amnesty International 2013:27). With a budget 
as big as Amnesty International, as stated by Lehr-Lehnardt, it calls for a cer-
tain amount of documentation on the sources of funding in terms of being 
transparent. Therefore Amnesty International seeks to be accurate in listing 
their sources and largest donors. Furthermore they state that they would not ac-
cept any sort of funding for which they are not prepared for, and they empha-
sise the importance of being fully able to justify for the purpose of the funding 
before undertaking fundraising or marketing activities (Amnesty International 
2013:38). As stated by Lehr-Lehnardt it is important to illustrate the sources of 
NGO funding, and therefore the detailed documentation of all of the Amnesty 
funders gives the organization a high level of transparency, because the detailed 
documentation shed light on possible hidden agendas of the funders. Further-
more the donations are shared among multiple donors without any significantly 
major donor, which, with all other things held constant, makes them independ-
ent from external interests. 
 
5.3.4 Accountability 
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In order to legitimize their actions Amnesty International have to be accounta-
ble to the stakeholders of the organization. Either by being accountable to the 
donors of the organization in terms of the financial resources they have been 
entrusted, and therefore being accountable for those they are working for (Am-
nesty International 2013:27) or by trying to minimize the clashes of the under-
standing of accountability by being closer connected to the individuals and 
communities with whom they work with and for (Amnesty International 
2013:2). The aim of the following section is to examine the accountability of 
the Amnesty International report in the light of the concepts described by Lehr-
Lehnardt and Uhlin, which occur in the throughput part of Uhlin’s legitimacy 
framework. The following section will focus on whom Amnesty International 
are being held accountable to, and the work of the employees and stakeholders, 
the resources provided for them, and the degree of evaluation of their work. 
 
In order to analyse the accountability of Amnesty International it is important to 
locate whom they are being held accountable to. The theory identifies these as 
all the stakeholders of the organization, and Amnesty clarifies and claims to be 
accountable to donors and its members, because of the financial support they 
provide, thus it is important for the organization to make their allocation of re-
sources more accessible in order to justify the trust that the donors and mem-
bers lay in them (Amnesty International 2013:27).  
 
Working staff and Stakeholders 
According to Amnesty International their stakeholders exert influence on gov-
ernments, political bodies, companies and intergovernmental groups. This is 
done by writing letters, signing petitions, demonstrate, lobbying etc. (Amnesty 
International 2013:6). On the basis of the report it is not possible to clarify 
whether only the workforce, volunteers and members are represented in the ac-
tivities and not the beneficiaries. This might harm the accountability of the or-
ganization in order to include all of the stakeholders. 
 
In regard to Lehr-Lehnardt’s theory, it is important for Amnesty International to 
emphasize that they are trying to educate and involve their stakeholders in order 
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to provide them with the right resources for working effectively with human 
rights issues. Thus they seek to give each staff member annual training, in 2012 
this was done by providing everyone with nine hours of training on average 
(Amnesty International 2013:33). In addition Amnesty tries to give the work-
force a review on their work with focus on individual job-related outcomes and 
improvements (Amnesty International 2013:34). However, the report only takes 
the working staff into account, and not the rest of the stakeholders such as vol-
unteers, supporters and beneficiaries. Therefore it is not possible to reveal 
whether Amnesty provides these with the correct amount of resources in order 
to be accountable. Furthermore the individual workforce review was only pro-
vided to 44% of the workforce, which leaves over half the workforce without a 
review of their work, which is important in order to achieve accountability. The 
workforce needs to have a certain amount of professionalism and expertise on 
various areas in order to be effective and aware of the policies and campaigns 
of the organization, thus improvements are needed in order to be more account-
able to their stakeholders and donors. However, Amnesty International seeks to 
improve this in the future (Amnesty International 2013:33). 
 
Changes in Purpose, Accomplishing and Evaluation 
It is important for Amnesty International to make a clear direction of policy in 
order to achieve accountability, hereby especially to notify the stakeholders 
when changing purpose or direction. Through the report, Amnesty seeks to 
make the foundation and priorities of the organization clear to the stakeholders 
in order to achieve more coherence about their visions worldwide across the 
whole organization (Amnesty International 2013:16). Furthermore, Amnesty 
are focusing on being as identifiable and heterogeneous as an organization as 
possible by underlining that all parts of the movement are to stay true to global 
campaigns and policies, and therefore demands an awareness and agreement on 
core strategy of the organization (Amnesty International 2012:25). This creates 
a consistent agenda of the whole organization, where the aim is to inform eve-
ryone connected to the organization about the strategy and in this way Amnesty 
International achieves accountability to their stakeholders. 
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In relation to notifying its stakeholders about strategies and changes of direction 
it is important for Amnesty International to demonstrate their accomplishments 
with evaluation for the donors and staff, and to create long-term benefits for the 
locals beneficiaries. Therefore Amnesty International state evaluation of their 
work as essential for improving their effectiveness in order to be accountable to 
their stakeholders especially in terms of their donors, and therefore they seek to 
reflect on how projects are progressing every six months to examine whether 
changes are needed. Furthermore in order to secure internal and external ac-
countability they have created a Standard Action Report, which measures the 
performance of the organization compared to the stated plans (Amnesty Inter-
national 2013:10). The evaluation of the reports is monitored by multiple teams 
and layers of staff, which produce a thorough evaluation and thereby creates 
accountability. In addition, Lehr-Lehnardt states that NGOs have a responsibil-
ity to their intended beneficiaries by creating projects with long-term benefits in 
order to improve their accountability. Amnesty has recently tried to create a 
Roadmap in attempt to make plans for future implementations, so previous and 
future implementations can be tracked (Amnesty International 2013:2). Howev-
er, this is only planned to feature implementation until 2015, which might not 
be enough. Final Amnesty has created a whistle-blower policy, where individu-
als can report concerns in confidence in order to create more openness and hon-
esty within the organization (Amnesty International 2013:28). However, it 
seems utopian to think that this initiative will create external accountability, be-
cause the reports of concerns will only occur inside the organization, without a 
direct entity to handle these reports.  
 
5.3.5 Sub-conclusion 
As stated in the methods section it is important to have in mind, that the report 
is made by Amnesty and therefore might be biased in terms of having an inter-
est in presenting Amnesty International in a positive way. The report is a level 
C GRI-report, which is the least requiring level of reporting at INGO Account-
ability Charter, and it is therefore important to notice that Amnesty Internation-
al chose to fulfil their the report on the least demanding level, and not the more 
requiring levels. 
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Amnesty International aim at strengthening their representation of the intended 
beneficiaries by locating their operations in the Global South in local offices, 
with mainly local employees directing their actions. Additionally, they seek to 
ensure consistency in the organizational agenda by informing everyone con-
nected to the organization about their strategy, which enhances their accounta-
bility. Furthermore they have a high level of transparency in terms of funding, 
in that sources of funding are divulged, and that they claim not to undertake 
fundraising or marketing activities without being able to justify its exact pur-
pose. They identify all of their donors, and there is no major, single donor. Ad-
ditionally, their largest amount of economic contributions is made by their 
members. This makes Amnesty International appear financially independent, 
which enhances their credibility, as it makes them more likely to act in the ethi-
cal interests of the organization. 
 
Amnesty International is obviously making an effort to appear accountable, 
transparent and democratic. However, they still need to improve and enhance 
their presence in connection with operations in the Global South, in order to 
increase the openness of their actions in relation to stakeholders, and to cooper-
ate with, and listen to, people from the affected societies, which could be incor-
porated in their processes of policy implementations. This would enhance the 
transparency of their operations, and ultimately their standards of legitimacy. 
However, Amnesty lack in terms of detailed plans on how to improve the coop-
eration within the organization, which appears non-democratic. Their attempt to 
include stakeholders in their strategies, in order to create accountability, still 
needs to be improved, as they are not able to provide all staff members with 
personal work evaluations.  
 
On the basis of the report it is not possible to reveal whether all of the stake-
holders are able to exert influence on governments, political bodies, companies 
and intergovernmental groups, which harms the accountability of the organiza-
tion. Amnesty International is a worldwide organization with multiple transna-
tional bodies, and a top-down structure that seems democratic. However it is 
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unclear whether the national representatives are democratically elected, and 
thereby who are included in the more central bodies, which are in charge of the 
internal policy-making processes. This can ultimately harm their democratic 
legitimacy and the potential of being a credible actor in global governance. 
There might be disagreements within the organization on their values and inter-
ests if the internal processes are not democratically structured.  
 
6. Assessment of the Legitimacy of HRNGOs  
6.1 Purpose and Influence of HRNGOs 
As elaborated on earlier, a central question is what the purpose of HRNGOs is. 
If their purpose merely is to advocate for specific issues, and represent the in-
terests of their members and intended beneficiaries, they should not be required 
to live up to extensive standards of democratic legitimacy and represent the de-
sires of the masses. This is a central point in Uhlin’s output theory where he 
questions the importance of the input and throughput. Regardless of how demo-
cratically legitimate HRNGOs are in the input and throughput processes, it is 
ultimately the output of their operations that strengthens or weakens the demo-
cratic legitimacy of their involvement in global governance. At the same time, 
it is not a mere coincidence that scholars have a tendency to compare the demo-
cratic representatively and legitimacy of HRNGOs to that of states.  
 
The critique of HRNGO legitimacy occurs due to the fact that HRNGOs ap-
pears to be increasingly influential at the intergovernmental level. Although, 
due to a lack of transparency, it is not possible to estimate to what extent 
HRNGOs affect decision-making processes in global politics. What we know is 
that HRNGOs are included in political negotiations at intergovernmental level, 
particularly at the UN, where they are brought in as experts, and to some extent, 
affect decision-making processes as well. This is why scholars have a tendency 
to compare the demands for HRNGO legitimacy with that of states. It becomes 
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difficult to draw a definitive line between state and civil actors at intergovern-
mental level. However, as Cohen argues, states are the dominant actors in glob-
al politics, and they call the shots in political decision-making. Which means 
that states have the authority to exclude or ignore the inputs from civil actors 
such as HRNGOs. 
 
However, it is possible to examine what sort of influence they hold. One of the 
main reasons that it is difficult to measure the influence of HRNGOs, is that 
they practice soft power in political decision-making at intergovernmental lev-
el, which allows them to contribute with their expertise and influence agenda-
setting, but at the same time, governments are the main actors who holds the 
power to exclude or ignore the advices or contributions of HRNGOs. Even 
though the main purpose of HRNGOs is to represent their members and intend-
ed beneficiaries, they should be required to live up to a certain standard of 
democratic legitimacy, when or if they affect political decision-making pro-
cesses at intergovernmental level. Due to the lack of transparency in HRNGOs 
political influence, we have to assess the HRNGOs democratic legitimacy 
based solely on what we know. Even though it seems that the purpose and in-
fluence of HRNGOs is changing, we know that their primary obligation re-
mains to be, the ability to ensure that their interests and advocacy reflects the 
desires of their members and intended beneficiaries.  
 
Their main purpose is to effect progressive change through a focus on specific 
causes that will improve the conditions of oppressed societal groups. However, 
when HRNGOs become increasingly influential actors at the intergovernmental 
level, it becomes important that their desires are not too far off from the desires 
of the masses. Luckily, that does not seem to be the case. According to Joseph 
Nye, NGOs act as a sort of global conscience, which is presumably why people 
in some Western societies seem to find HRNGOs more trustworthy than gov-
ernments, which indicates that people sympathize and relates to the interests 
and goals of HRNGOs – at least in western societies (Nye, 2004).  
 
ROSKILDE UNIVERSITY INTERNATIONAL STUDIES 2014 
 
	   63 
 
6.2 Democratic Legitimacy and Representative Nature 
of HRNGOs 
The fact that HRNGOs in most cases arises from the Global North, while their 
operations are mainly located in the Global South, depicts a moral dilemma: 
Where should the HRNGO’s loyalty lie. Should their loyalty mainly go out to 
their members or their intended beneficiaries. There is no doubt that the North-
ern funders have nothing but good intentions, but the westernized ideas and be-
liefs can cause social disruption when imposed in the affected societies in the 
Global South. It is important to have in mind that NGOs do not govern with the 
consent of the governed, and it seems that when the well-funded and powerful 
HRNGOs from the Global North are working in the Global South, they are first 
and foremost loyal to their members and not their intended beneficiaries. 
 
The domination of HRNGOs from the Global North, who attracts the largest 
amount of funding, also occurs at the UN level and continues to affect the 
HRNGO agenda-setting in political negotiations. This causes concern that the 
HRNGOs from the Global North do not fully understand the societies that they 
are working within. It is important for them to understand the society, culture 
and politics of the affected societies, or else they may end up causing social dis-
ruption and underdevelopment (Lehr-Lehnardt 2005: 18). As stated by Henry J. 
Steiner, some Southern HRNGOs claim that international HRNGOs are “in 
parts of the world that are little consulted about their own priorities and towards 
which INGOs have no accountability” (Lehr-Lehnardt 2005: 19).   
 
A different, but yet significant concern in relation to HRNGOs democratic le-
gitimacy and accountability, articulated by a large number of scholars, is that 
HRNGOs are increasingly professionalized. They are concerned that the HRN-
GO movement has lost touch with the oppressed groups that they claim to rep-
resent, and that the interests and values of HRNGO professionals will reflect 
the societal class to which they belong. On the other hand, professionalism is 
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beneficial for the HRNGOs, in order for them to become influential in decision-
making. It enables them to contribute with expertise and effect change, through 
knowledge of social issues, international law, effective lobbying and so on 
(Lehr-Lehnardt 2005: 20-21). The increasing professionalism presumably leads 
to an increase in political influence, as HRNGO professionals are taken more 
seriously by government officials when they are effective lobbyists. However, 
when HRNGOs are assumed to have an increasing influence on political deci-
sion-making at intergovernmental level, it seems that the criticism off, as well 
as the requirements for the HRNGO movement in relation to their democratic 
legitimacy, representative nature and the effective of their work, are increasing 
as well.  
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7. Conclusion    
The main purpose of HRNGOs is to promote issues, and create progressive 
change in favour of oppressed societal groups. The purpose of HRNGOs is fun-
damentally different from that of government. They do not necessarily have to 
represent the desires of the masses. However, the role of the NGO movement 
has evolved. Some of the powerful HRNGOs seem to wield influence on global 
governance at IGO level. In doing so, the legitimacy of HRNGOs is democrati-
cally challenged. As it is necessary for them to consider not just the interests of 
oppressed groups, but also the desires of the masses, when affecting political 
decision-making at IGO level. HRNGOs act as a sort of global conscience, as 
they promote issues of public interest and represent the civil society at IGO lev-
el. An important notion is that governments are continuously the main actors in 
global governance, and ultimately has the power to ignore advices or even ex-
clude HRNGOs from political negotiations. HRNGOs practice soft power, and 
their role and influence in global governance are not clearly defined. Further-
more, the influence of HRNGOs, at IGO level, is carried out behind closed 
doors, which makes it difficult to measure the extent to which HRNGOs are 
able to affect global governance, as processes are not transparent.  
 
It is necessary to require that HRNGOs become democratically legitimate, 
when or if they wield influence on decision-making at IGO level, because when 
participating in global governance, the majority views needs to be taken into 
account. Furthermore, in order to enable members, donors and beneficiaries to 
hold the HRNGOs accountable, processes needs to be transparent, and they 
need to make sure that they represent the interest of their intended beneficiaries. 
One of the primary challenges of ensuring HRNGOs democratic legitimacy is 
that it is debatable to whom accountability should flow, and who should be re-
sponsible for holding them accountable. There is no global regulation of HRN-
GOs, although the INGO Accountability Charter was founded with the purpose 
of holding NGOs accountable, while the UN has developed their own account-
ability criteria for the NGOs that wish to participate in negotiations at UN level. 
Democratization of HRNGOs requires a lot of resources, and would likely 
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make them less effective and able to act instantly, as they would have to follow 
extensive democratic procedures. It is important to have in mind that the main 
strengths of the HRNGOs, is that they are resourceful organizations which are 
able to effect social change much more effectively than most states, due to their 
large budgets, public support and the fact that they do not have to follow demo-
cratic procedures. This makes it important to question what the proper role of 
HRNGOs should be, and whether a democratization of HRNGOs would actual-
ly harm their purpose.  
 
As an example of an HRNGO, Amnesty International is a worldwide organiza-
tion with multiple transnational bodies and a top-down structure. Even so, they 
appear transparent in funding, as members contribute with the largest part of 
donations, sources of funding are divulged and donors are identified. Further-
more, they are making an effort in representing and including intended benefi-
ciaries in their work, which is potentially strengthening the stakeholders ability 
to hold Amnesty International’s accountable. Although, they obviously make an 
effort to become democratically legitimate, there is still a need for them to im-
prove in a variety of ways. They need to improve their representatively by en-
hancing their presence, when operating in the Global South. Additionally, they 
need to clarify whether all groups of stakeholders are included in internal poli-
cy-making processes in order to become more democratically legitimate.  
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8. Perspective 
The focus of this report has been on democratic legitimacy of HRNGOs in the 
current global political system, by questioning whether it is legitimate that the 
HRNGOs are a part of the decision-making processes on a global level. How-
ever, the difficulties concerning democratic legitimacy are not only related to 
HRNGOs, but seems to be a general challenge of the global political system. 
Thus scholar’s opinions of who holds the power and influence in global politics 
varies significantly, which implies that processes are not transparent nor nearly 
as structurally developed as they could ultimately be. Therefore it could be of 
interest to question whether the structures of the global political system can be 
perceived as democratically legitimate for further investigation. 
 
According to Habermas’ theory of legitimation gaps, globalization processes 
leads to states facing a large number of challenges, because there is no world 
constitution that defines human rights, pollution standards, tax collection of 
TNCs and so on. This means that there are legitimation gaps, which creates an 
increasing inequality in the world. The balance of power between states is une-
qual, the living standards and conditions of people are unequal and resources 
are unevenly distributed. To solve these challenges it is necessary to rethink the 
structures of the system. As Cohen argues, the states are, and should continue to 
be, the main actors in global politics, because they are the ones to ensure a fixed 
world order, which increases political stability. However, in order to improve 
cooperation and democratic representatively on a global scale, it is necessary to 
improve the structures and democratic processes in global politics, which would 
also allow for the world order to develop in a positive direction and for an in-
crease in global equality. An important notion is, that globalization processes 
and cross-border interdependency is continuously increasing, which enhances 
the need for a post-national constellation, but at the same time, it is important to 
assure political stability in global politics.     
 
Therefore it would be interesting to investigate the global political system in a 
globalized world, where legitimation gaps occur and where non-state actors 
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have the potential to contribute towards fulfilling these gaps. This could be 
done by using Uhlin’s Output-theory in order to question what the democratic 
consequences of non-state actors participation in global governance are, and 
whether they contribute to the democratization of the global political system.  
 
The identified issues in relation to NGO legitimacy holds general perspectives 
on current global politics. There seems to be a lack of democratic legitimacy in 
the current structure of the international political system. It is almost impossible 
to imagine that people can have an equal say in global politics. However, when 
an increasing number of political issues become globally relevant and signifi-
cant, it is important to question and improve representatively and democratic 
legitimacy in global governance. A central discussion in the field of interna-
tional relations is, whether the nation-states gain or lose influence by submitting 
sovereignty to be a part of an intergovernmental network or organization, and 
whether or not increasing cooperation and interdependence between states is the 
way forward. As an example, we could have chosen to focus upon the UN as an 
IGO actor, and questioned their democratic legitimacy, instead of focussing on 
civil-society movements such as NGOs.  
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